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Abstract
The author served as an organizational consultant applying the dominant theory of student departure (i.e.,
Tinto’s interactionalist theory) to a small private residential university. An analysis of undergraduate attrition
and retention was conducted using exit interview data (including two surveys), focus groups with current
students, and interviews with faculty and staff.
The exit interview survey data indicated departing students were satisfied overall with school services. The
majority of students cited “wanting to attend a different college” and “financial reasons” as the major reasons
for leaving. An analysis of the underlying structure of the exit interview surveys found that many domains in
the preeminent model of student departure are not being adequately assessed, implying a clear picture
regarding student departure is not visible. However, the surveys in conjunction with an exit interview provide
a means to gather qualitative information that more accurately illustrates the interplay of multiple factors
contributing to an individual’s decision to leave.
During the focus groups, major themes pertaining to reasons for leaving and staying were discussed. It was
found that most themes fell into Tinto’s major domains (i.e., pre-entry characteristics, goal commitment,
institutional commitment, social integration, and academic integration). Students also indicated that when
deciding to leave, peers will discuss their decision with family and friends. To have an impact in retention the
university needs to become more involved in the student’s decision making process regarding departure. A
dynamic-evaluative survey of a student’s college experience was created. The survey provides real-time
feedback to students and points students toward services offered by the university. Its aim is to increase
student awareness of services offered and increase student contact with the institution regarding decisions to
leave. Additionally the survey evaluates attrition risk through direct questioning about intent to leave.
During the interviews, faculty and staff talked about current retention strategies as well as ideas to improve
retention. It was found that the individuals interviewed were typically aware of retention strategies that were
related to their department or office, but were less aware of other institutional strategies. The major emergent
themes and ideas for retention are discussed as well as recommendations for the university.
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Abstract 
The author served as an organizational consultant applying the dominant theory of 
student departure (i.e., Tinto’s interactionalist theory) to a small private residential university.  
An analysis of undergraduate attrition and retention was conducted using exit interview data 
(including two surveys), focus groups with current students, and interviews with faculty and 
staff.   
The exit interview survey data indicated departing students were satisfied overall with 
school services.  The majority of students cited “wanting to attend a different college” and 
“financial reasons” as the major reasons for leaving.  An analysis of the underlying structure of 
the exit interview surveys found that many domains in the preeminent model of student departure 
are not being adequately assessed, implying a clear picture regarding student departure is not 
visible.  However, the surveys in conjunction with an exit interview provide a means to gather 
qualitative information that more accurately illustrates the interplay of multiple factors 
contributing to an individual’s decision to leave. 
During the focus groups, major themes pertaining to reasons for leaving and staying were 
discussed.  It was found that most themes fell into Tinto’s major domains (i.e., pre-entry 
characteristics, goal commitment, institutional commitment, social integration, and academic 
integration).  Students also indicated that when deciding to leave, peers will discuss their 
decision with family and friends.  To have an impact in retention the university needs to become 
more involved in the student’s decision making process regarding departure.  A dynamic-
evaluative survey of a student’s college experience was created.  The survey provides real-time 
feedback to students and points students toward services offered by the university.  Its aim is to 
increase student awareness of services offered and increase student contact with the institution 
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regarding decisions to leave.  Additionally the survey evaluates attrition risk through direct 
questioning about intent to leave.   
During the interviews, faculty and staff talked about current retention strategies as well as 
ideas to improve retention.  It was found that the individuals interviewed were typically aware of 
retention strategies that were related to their department or office, but were less aware of other 
institutional strategies.  The major emergent themes and ideas for retention are discussed as well 
as recommendations for the university. 
 
keywords: attrition, retention, undergraduate, college, consultation, institutional departure, 
decision making 
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The value of postsecondary education is often reflected in the difference between the 
annual median income of those who have graduated with a bachelor’s degree or higher and those 
who have not.  From 1980 to 2006 the median income (in 2006 dollars) for men with a high 
school diploma or GED has dropped from $41,400 to $30,000, whereas the median income for 
men with a bachelor’s degree or higher has fluctuated between $48,900 and $53,900 (U.S 
Department of Education, 2008).  Similar trends were reported for median income for women. 
Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, and Hayek (2008), in a national commissioned report about 
student success stated, “earning a baccalaureate degree is the most important rung on the 
economic ladder” (p. 1).  They warn that if the current trend in producing bachelor’s degrees 
continues there will be a shortfall of 14 million college-educated adults by the year 2020.  Citing 
McCabe (2000), Kuh et al. stated that about four-fifths of high school graduates need some form 
of postsecondary education to help them live an economically self-sufficient life.  In an ACT 
policy report Lotkowski, Robbins, and Noeth (2004) reported that globalization is hindering 
America’s workforce and 6 out of every 10 jobs require some sort of post-secondary education.  
It is apparent that the value of a high school diploma alone has decreased over the years and 
there is an increasing need for a college degree to be successful in today’s competitive 
workplace.  This shortfall of a college-educated workforce may have lasting economic and social 
implications, with immediate financial impacts on individuals and families of those who may not 
have attained a college degree.   
 Aside from the social and individual costs of producing less college graduates, attrition 
results in a significant loss of revenue for educational institutions.  Postsecondary institutions 
offering baccalaureate degrees have a cap on enrollment.  Once accepted into a 4-year institution 
it is assumed that the student will remain enrolled and continue paying tuition.  When a student 
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chooses to discontinue enrollment after the first year the institution cannot easily replace that 
student in the cohort.  This results in loss of tuition over the next three years.  Although some 
attrition is to be expected, it is in the interest of an institution to minimize the number of students 
leaving before degree completion.  Enhancing college persistence represents a win-win-win 
scenario for the individual (e.g., increased earning potential, better prepared for the workplace), 
for society (e.g., healthier economy, more prepared workforce), and for the educational 
institution (e.g., increased revenue, more satisfied student body). 
Retention statistics are used as indicators of institutional success.  Universities aiming at 
growing and becoming more prestigious are pressured to increase their retention rate.  Reporting 
agencies use retention statistics in college rankings.  Better rankings can lead to more applicants 
and higher selectivity, which in turn ironically can lead to better retention statistics.  In today’s 
higher education marketplace better retention statistics represent a competitive advantage. 
Literature Review 
 Attrition in education has been studied closely since the late 1930s and few problems in 
higher education have received such an in-depth look (Tinto, 1993).  The vast literature uses 
numerous descriptors to illustrate leaving college before degree completion (e.g., mortality, 
drop-out, attrition, stopout, withdrawal, departure, dismissal).  Three words are used most 
frequently today: attrition, retention, and persistence.  Before discussing the major theories it is 
useful to define each of these terms, as they are related to each other but each have a separate 
meaning.  Berger and Lyon (2005) have provided the following definitions:  
Attrition refers to students who fail to reenroll at an institution in consecutive semesters.  
Retention refers to the ability of an institution to retain a student from admission to the 
university through graduation. Persistence refers to the desire and action of a student to 
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stay within the system of higher education from beginning year through degree 
completion. (p. 7)   
Despite the terms’ subtle differences in definition, they are often used interchangeably.  Another 
important distinction is between institutional departure (stopout) and system departure.  
Institutional departure refers to a student who leaves an specific institution, yet remains in the 
higher education system (e.g., transferred school); system departure refers to a student who 
exited the higher education system completely.  All these terms are different ways of describing 
student continuance and discontinuance behavior in postsecondary education.  The retention rate 
statistic is reported to the U.S. Department of Education annually and is specific to the 
immediate returning class.  This statistic only includes first-time, degree seeking freshman and 
calculates the percentage of those enrolled as first-time, degree seeking freshman that return the 
next fall, minus a few exclusions (Hagedorn, 2005).  Often when universities discuss increasing 
retention, the retention rate statistic is used as an outcome measure.  It has been recommended 
that other statistics be considered (e.g., 4-year completion rate, 6-year completion rate, 
graduation rate, institutional persistence rate) to better understand the issue of attrition and 
retention among undergraduates as pathways to degree completion are changing (Hagedorn, 
2005).  Although other statistics are sometimes reported, the retention rate is regarded as the 
primary indicator of a university’s overall retention.  In fact, it is this rate that is used (among 
other variables) in determining college rankings by national ranking organizations (e.g., US 
News and World Report) (Berger & Lyon, 2005). 
 As is characteristic of all human behavior, numerous factors influence a student’s 
decision to leave college.  Out of the vast literature, one main theory has emerged and achieved 
paradigmatic status, namely, Tinto’s interactionalist theory (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 
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2004).  Other theories have been proposed that view attrition and retention from differing 
perspectives (e.g., economic, organizational, psychological, sociological, and integrative – see 
Braxton & Hirschy, 2005 for a concise and easy to understand overview) however, none have 
been so widely accepted and tested as Tinto’s theory.  The wealth of additional theories 
illustrates the complex, multi-dimensionality of the attrition problem. 
Overview of Retention Theories 
Tinto’s interactionalist theory.  Tinto (1975, 1993) described leaving college as a 
interactional process involving multiple factors that influence a student’s integration (or lack 
thereof) into the various communities of an institution, which in turn influences a departure 
decision.  The underlying assumption in his theory is that overall commitment (comprised of 
goal commitment, institutional commitment, academic integration, and social integration) leads 
to goal completion.  Tinto’s theory is deeply rooted in Durkheim’s (1897/1951) theory of suicide 
and Spady’s (1970, 1971) work applying that theory to persistence.  In sum, Durkheim’s theory 
states that societies with high rates of suicide restrict an individual’s ability to fully integrate into 
the social and intellectual aspects of that society.  It is the concept of integration that makes 
suicide an appropriate analogue to institutional departure, not the obvious similarity in self-
removal from a community (Tinto, 1993).  His model purports that the higher the degree of 
integration into college the greater the commitment to the institution and to the goal of earning a 
degree.  According to Tinto’s model a successful student must separate from pre-college life, 
transition, and integrate into college life (Davidson, Beck, & Milligan, 2009).  This process is 
akin to shedding one’s previous culture and adopting a new culture.   
According to Tinto’s interactionalist theory, students enter college with a variety of skills 
and abilities, different family backgrounds, and diverse educational experiences.  These factors 
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influence the student’s intentions for education and commitments to the institution and goals for 
education.  Once the student enters college, the student is presented with institutional 
experiences within two systems: the academic system and the social system.  Each system has 
both formal (e.g., systemically defined) and informal (e.g., emergent) variables.  The academic 
system is comprised of academic performance (formal) and faculty/staff interactions (informal).  
The social system is comprised of extracurricular activities (formal) and peer-group interactions 
(informal).  These experiences contribute to the student’s level of personal integration into each 
of these systems.  The level of academic and social integration, coupled with prior levels of 
commitment, influences the student’s current intentions and commitments (goal and 
institutional) which in turn influence the student’s decision to persist or depart (see Figure 1 for a 
graphical depiction of Tinto’s model). 
Given the status as the dominating theory of student departure, Tinto’s interactionalist 
theory has undergone quite a bit of testing.  Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004) credited 
Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997) with identifying 13 testable propositions underlying 
Tinto’s theory (see Appendix A).  In a review of the empirical studies in residential universities 
they found strong support for 5 of those propositions.  Braxton and Lee (2005) further strived 
toward achieving reliable knowledge of the propositions of Tinto’s theory for both residential 
and commuter universities.  Since Pacific University (Pacific) is a residential university I will 
only discuss findings for residential institutions.  Braxton and Lee looked at all the studies 
published in peer-reviewed journals or presented at academic and professional associations that 
tested these 13 hypotheses with path analysis, structural equation modeling, or similar 
methodologies.  According to their criteria, a proposition could be considered reliable if there 
were at least 10 studies conducted and 70% of those studies indicated support.  They found that 
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Figure 1. Tinto’s model of institutional departure. Adapted from Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of 
student attrition (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Copyright 1987, 1993 by The University of Chicago Press.
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for residential universities and colleges 3 propositions were reliable: (a) The greater the degree of 
social integration, the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, (b) the initial 
level of institutional commitment affects the subsequent level of institutional commitment, and 
(c) the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the greater the likelihood of 
student persistence in college.  One other proposition received strong support, namely, the 
greater the degree of academic integration, the greater the level of subsequent commitment to the 
goal of graduation from college; however, that proposition failed to meet the 10 test criteria for 
reliable knowledge (8 supportive, 0 unsupported).  Other propositions approached reliability yet 
did not meet criteria due to inadequate number of tests, namely; (a) the initial level of 
commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the subsequent level of commitment 
to the goal of graduation from college (6 supportive, 0 unsupportive); (b) the greater the level of 
subsequent commitment to the goal of gradation from college, the greater the likelihood of 
student persistence in college (6 supportive, 3 unsupportive); and (c) initial commitment to the 
goal of graduation from college affects the level of social integration (4 supportive, 0 
unsupportive).  See Appendix B for a summary table of the results of their analysis and a 
graphical depiction of reliable knowledge mapped onto Tinto’s model.   
Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004) conclude that mixed support for Tinto’s model 
warrants a revision for residential universities.  Their revision focuses more upon social 
integration and introduces new constructs (viz., institutional commitment to the welfare of 
students, institution integrity, communal potential, proactive social adjustment, and psychosocial 
engagement) that influence social integration (see Appendix C for a graphical depiction of their 
revision).  Braxton et al. did not include academic integration into their revision due to “modest 
empirical backing” (p. 14).  In fact, Braxton and Lee (2005) indicated that the proposition stating 
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that greater academic integration leads to greater goal commitment failed to meet the 10 test 
criteria for reliable knowledge (8 supportive, 0 unsupported).  However, had there been two 
additional tests this proposition would have met criteria, even if both additional tests indicated 
lack of support.  One can thus conclude that this proposition is considered reliable and 
empirically supported.  Braxton et al.’s exclusion of this proposition is also due to the 
proposition stating subsequent goal commitment is positively correlated to likelihood of 
persistence did not receive “strong” empirical support.  However, upon examination of Braxton 
and Lee’s reliable knowledge criteria it can be concluded that even that proposition is 
approaching reliable knowledge, needing only one additional supporting study to meet criteria. 
The supported propositions indicate that social integration, institutional and goal 
commitment, and academic integration play a significant role in a student’s departure decision.  
Social and academic integration, along with institutional and goal commitment, are the main 
tenants of Tinto’s theory moderated by institutional experiences (in academic and social 
systems).  Tinto’s theory is a theory of voluntary individual departure.  It addresses systemic and 
environmental factors that influence the individual in deciding to leave college.  Because the 
theory deals with the individual determinants it is a particularly useful framework for institutions 
wanting to address the problem of attrition at the level of the individual (through both systemic 
and individual interventions).   
Bean’s student attrition model.  Bean (1980, 1985) formed a model of student attrition 
founded on the assumption that beliefs shape attitudes, attitudes shape behavior, and beliefs are 
affected by experiences students have with different aspects of the institution.  One of the key 
additions Bean’s Student Attrition Model made was the idea that factors external to the 
institution play a role in a student’s decision to leave (Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 
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1992).  Bean’s approach could be considered more data driven than Tinto’s model.  He first 
identified determinants of student attrition by rank ordering variables based on the amount of 
variance explained in student attrition.  He then synthesized his model by identifying exogenous 
variables that influence and interact with endogenous variables that in turn lead to the decision to 
leave.  The exogenous variables consist of academic factors (i.e., prematriculation academic 
performance, academic integration), social-psychological factors (i.e., goals, utility, alienation, 
faculty contact, social life), and environmental factors (i.e., finances, opportunity to transfer, 
outside friends).  The endogenous variables consist of socialization/selection factors (i.e., college 
grades, institutional fit, and institutional commitment).  Bean’s model states that academic 
factors mainly affect college grades, social-psychological factors positively influence 
institutional fit and institutional commitment, and environmental factors negatively influence 
institutional fit and institutional commitment and are most likely to lead to the decision to leave 
college before completion.  
Integrating and expanding the main theories.  Tinto and Bean’s theories have many 
similarities.  Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (1992) noted that the two models had 
considerable overlap and complemented each other.  They state that both models correctly 
assume that college persistence results from the interaction of personal and institutional variables 
and persistence is a result of a successful match between the student and the institution.  They 
cited research confirming the validity of both models and concluded that combining the two 
theories would provide a more comprehensive understanding of attrition and persistence.  Bean’s 
theory expounds on some of the mechanisms influencing fit (or integration) and institutional 
commitment in identifying psychological and environmental factors.  Interestingly, in 1993, 
10 
Tinto expanded his model to include external factors and finances as influencing departure 
decisions. 
 Bean and Eaton (2001) have further expanded on Tinto and Bean’s theoretical 
groundwork by further connecting psychological traits to persistence.  They describe how 
psychological processes, such as self-concept and internal locus of control, lead to academic and 
social integration.  While Tinto’s model does not officially recognize these characteristics as 
playing a role, it can be argued that they are part of pre-entry characteristics, namely, students 
bring with them a variety of psychological processes that influence their experience at college. 
Astin (1999) attempted to offer an alternative, simple, and comprehensive theory of 
student development with his involvement theory, which states that as student involvement 
increases so does the amount of learning and personal development.  Astin’s model identifies 
one factor (viz., involvement) that should be the focus of institutional policy.  Astin’s idea of 
involvement is a little different than Tinto’s idea of social and academic integration, although 
involvement may lead to integration.  The most important conclusion he makes is that 
educational policy and practice should be aimed at increasing student involvement within the 
institutional system.  The institution’s endeavors in this will lead to more motivated students who 
are interested in furthering their personal development.  In Astin’s theory, student involvement is 
closely related to the concept of motivation. 
 Each of the main theories on attrition and retention have a component emphasizing fit of 
the individual with the educational institution, or emphasize the organizational variables that 
may increase retention or aid in goal completion.  In a review of the literature, Covington (2000) 
recognized that motivation and goal theories are intricately tied to school achievement and the 
quality of learning.  The two prominent motivation theories from industrial/organizational 
11 
psychology that have been applied to the topic of attrition and retention are McClelland’s theory 
of needs and expectancy theory.   
 McClelland (1965) described motivation as stemming from three human needs: the need 
for achievement, the need for power, and the need for affiliation.  In a meta-analysis examining 
the relationship between psychosocial and study skills to success in college Robbins et al. (2004) 
found that the need for achievement is predictive of academic performance.  They found that 
measures of need for achievement predicted successful performance more so than traditional 
predictors (i.e., high school GPA, ACT/SAT scores, SES).  The need for achievement is defined 
as the desire to do something better or more efficiently (Robbins & Judge, 2007), and can be 
seen as internal motivation, a drive to succeed, or a form of personal fulfillment.  From this 
definition it may be easy to erroneously assume that this internal motivation is innate and cannot 
be taught, however, Miron & McClelland (1979) have shown that in the workplace, achievement 
training has been effective in developing the need for achievement in workers and led to 
increased profitability.  Whereas this need for achievement could be considered part of Tinto’s 
pre-entry characteristics, it appears that it may also be teachable.  Therefore, student 
involvement, which likely stems from motivation, may be fostered by the institution. 
 The second theory of motivation that has gained ground in the attrition/retention literature 
is expectancy theory: the idea that the amount of effort exerted depends on the expectation of a 
specific outcome and the desirability of that outcome (Robbins & Judge, 2007).  Expectancy 
theory states that there exist three relationships that determine amount of effort exerted: effort-
performance (how well an action can be performed), performance-reward (what the reward is for 
performing well), and rewards-personal goals (does the reward meet personal goals).  In Robbins 
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et al.’s (2004) meta-analysis, they found that self-expectancy and values were the best predictors 
of academic performance and retention.   
 The ideas of motivation and expectancy can be placed into Tinto’s model as pre-entry 
characteristics (viz., psychological processes) but are possibly moderated by experiences during 
the college experience, whether inside or outside the institution.  Theoretically these theories are 
related closely to goal commitment, at least indirectly.  That is, motivation and expectancy with 
regard to goal attainment influence an individual’s commitment to accomplishing that goal or re-
evaluating that goal. 
Taken together, important concepts that theoretically affect persistence include 
psychological processes, environmental or external factors, involvement, and motivation.  These 
are not formally detailed in Tinto’s interactionalist theory, yet intuitively play a role in goal 
commitment and integration (socially and academically). 
From Theory to Action 
The resounding message in the attrition/retention literature is that institutions need to 
develop an individual retention plan (c.f., Tinto, 1993, 2007; Davidson, Beck, & Milligan, 2009; 
Braxton et al., 2004; Seidman, 2005).  Tinto (2007) claims that simply knowing why students 
leave does not directly tell us why students persist to degree completion.  He recommends a 
model of institutional action that (a) connects programs and practices for students to institutional 
actions supporting those programs, (b) identifies and implements effective action, (c) focuses on 
actions that enhance students’ education, and (d) applies continual assessment of action taken.  
Davidson, Beck, and Milligan (2009) stated the institution’s individualized plan should occur at 
two levels: the student level and the institutional level.  They further urged schools to develop an 
understanding of predictors specific to the institution and claim that effective systems for 
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reducing attrition should not only target at-risk students but be pragmatic in their design to 
facilitate interventions effectively.  In other words, Tinto and Davidson et al. agree that an 
effective institutional plan should identify at-risk individuals, identify effective interventions, 
and allow those interventions to be implemented and endure.   
This is echoed in Seidman’s (2005) proposed formula for student retention.  He stated 
“early identification, proper diagnosis of the problem (both academic and social), and 
prescription of an intervention(s) over a period of time, with periodic check-ups, is the key to the 
successful student/college retention program” (p.301).  His formula is expressed as Retention = 
Early Identification+(Early + Intensive + Continuous)Intervention. 
Tinto (1993) recommended further guidelines for effective retention programs indicating:  
1. Effective retention programs are committed to the students they serve.  They put 
student welfare ahead of other institutional goals.  
2. Effective retention programs are first and foremost committed to the education of all, 
not just some, of their students.  
3. Effective retention programs are committed to the development of supportive social 
and educational communities in which all students are integrated as competent 
members. 
Tinto's guidelines for effective implementation of retention programs are: 
1. Institutions should provide resources for program development and incentives for 
program participation that reach out to faculty and staff alike. 
2. Institutions should commit themselves to a long-term process of program 
development. 
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3. Institutions should place ownership for institutional change in the hands of those 
across the campus who have to implement that change. 
4. Institutional actions should be coordinated in a collaborative fashion to insure a 
systematic, campus-wide approach to student retention. 
5. Institutions should act to insure that faculty and staff possess the skills needed to assist 
and educate their students. 
6. Institutions should frontload their efforts on behalf of student retention.  
7. Institutions and programs should continually assess their actions with an eye toward 
improvement. 
Alexander and Gardner (2009) recommended a few more concrete guidelines for 
assessing first year retention problems.  These guidelines include identification of project 
leadership, setting aspirational standards, creation of subcommittees, gathering data, setting 
performance indicators, and creating an action plan.  Once an action plan is created monitoring 
and oversight should be put into place in order to evaluate effectiveness.  Alexander et al.’s 
recommendations may seem familiar to organizational consultants versed in action research, and 
represents the first wave of consulting (i.e., assessment and data gathering, feedback of data, and 
joint action planning).  
Risk and protective factors.  There are countless factors that have been identified as 
either increasing attrition risk or increasing likelihood of persistence (see Appendix D for a 
selected list).  Seidman’s (2005) book College Student Retention provides chapters detailing 
many risk and protective factors.  A comprehensive review of the literature by Kuh et al. (2006) 
also details numerous risk and protective factors.  An exhaustive list of risk and protective 
factors is outside the scope of this dissertation.  However, risk factors (and likewise protective 
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factors) can be categorized into one or more of Tinto’s domains (e.g., pre-entry attributes, goal 
and institutional commitment, social system, academic system, and integration).  Risk factors 
falling under pre-entry characteristics (e.g., High school GPA, SAT and ACT scores, family 
SES) may be used to identify at-risk students prior to entry into college and lead to identified 
interventions upon entry.  Risk factors pertaining to institutional experiences (whether social or 
academic) may be used to identify students at risk during their college experience, if assessed.  
Because each individual is unique and different in their experiences, it is beneficial to assess for 
integration in the broader sense, which will lead to the discovery of the individual contributors to 
their integration (or lack thereof).  It is unrealistic to expect to discover every contributing risk 
factor to leaving college and assessing each individual on those factors.  Thus, identification of 
at-risk students should lead to additional assessment in order to individualize intervention and 
should focus on assessing broader domains based on students’ perception of commitment and 
integration in the various systems. 
Attrition risk assessment.  Since Tinto’s model was influenced by a theory of suicide, it 
seems apropos to look to suicide risk assessment methods to inform attrition risk assessment.  In 
clinical settings suicide is primarily assessed through direct questioning of suicidal ideation, 
intent, plan, means, and lethality of the means.  Research has shown that direct questioning about 
suicidal ideation and intent does not increase thoughts of suicide in non-suicidal individuals 
(Gould et al., 2005).  It is probable that this is also the case in asking about a student’s intent to 
leave.  In fact, Bean (2005) noted that in all the studies in which he has been involved, intent to 
leave is the best predictor of attrition.  Thus it would be beneficial to incorporate direct 
questioning about intent to persist at an institution in determining a student’s risk for leaving.  In 
reviewing successful retention programs by universities, Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon 
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(2004) identified one such simple intervention wherein a university counseling center mailed a 
short questionnaire inquiring about intent to leave to all first year students.  The questionnaire 
additionally asked whether those thinking of leaving were willing to be contacted by the 
counseling center to discuss their decision.  They received a 20% return rate with 20% indicating 
they were seriously considering leaving.  Of those considering leaving, 60% indicated they were 
willing to speak with someone about their decision.  Staff then followed up and made appropriate 
referrals based on the individual needs of the student.  The university discovered that this brief 
intervention was successful in identifying at-risk students merely by asking about intent and led 
to a method of discussing the issue frankly with students who were thinking of leaving.   
Decision making.  Voluntary departure can be a difficult decision for a student to make.  
There are often significant monetary and personal consequences associated with leaving college.  
Consequences may include disappointing parents, leaving friends, outstanding student loan debt, 
and feelings of failure and inadequacy.  Klein (2009), through numerous studies of expertise and 
decision making, pointed out people rarely use formal methods of decision making.  That is, 
people rarely use a systematic review of different options’ strengths and weaknesses in making 
decision.  He states, “Even for difficult decisions, we go with the first workable course of action 
in 90-95 percent of cases.  We contrast options in perhaps 5-10 percent of cases” (p. 87).  
Liberally generalizing Klein’s conclusions to decisions about leaving college, it is likely students 
do not employ a systematic approach.  This is not necessarily a problem as a systematic approach 
is often neither efficient nor practical in complex systems.  Crediting Klien, Calderwood, and 
Clinton-Cirocco (1986), Klein stated the strategy people use in decision-making is explained by 
the Recognition-Primed Decision (RPD) model, which combines intuition with analysis.  The 
RPD model states situations generate cues that let you recognize patterns that help you evaluate 
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effective options through mental simulation.  If the first option does not work (mentally) a 
different option is subsequently chosen and evaluated.  Klein rejects the assumption that to make 
a decision we must evaluate and compare all options in order to choose the best one and replaces 
it with the idea that good decision makers use their experience to recognize options and mentally 
evaluate effectiveness before selecting that option.   
At the root of Tinto’s theory is the idea that a student’s decision to leave is influenced by 
the degree to which the student is able to integrate into the academic and social communities of 
the institution.  Thus a lack of adequate integration leads to departure.  The sudden transition 
from high school near home to a university life (perhaps far away from home) is often a novel 
experience for freshman.  Students who are having difficulty adjusting to college life and 
integrating into the community may not have many past experiences that prime adequate options.  
It is unlikely that many first time freshmen have experience dealing with a complex system like a 
higher education facility.  The RPD model states that individuals will use past experiences to 
recognize and evaluate options.  Without an adequate number of past experiences to draw on, 
students are not likely to consider options that may be in their best interest.  For institutions that 
want to retain students it is necessary to assist students, collaboratively in the decision making 
process.  Universities need to offer decision-assistance and help students expand their 
experiences with the university. 
Retention at Pacific University 
 Pacific University has the lowest average 3-year undergraduate retention rate (i.e., 
percent of freshman returning as sophomores) among local and competing institutions that are 
similar in demographics (see Table 1).  Undergraduate attrition is a major concern among the 
administration.  In fact, the Provost at Pacific University has identified a goal to increase the 
18 
retention rate by 2-4% (Miller, personal communication, 2010).  This amounts to retaining about 
15 more students between freshman and sophomore year.  Doing so will prevent the loss of 
about three million dollars in tuition (one million per subsequent year in the university).  It is 
clear attrition represents a significant loss of revenue to the institution.  In addition, a lower 
attrition rate will positively affect the institution’s rankings and subsequent prestige.  More 
importantly, student success and welfare, in particular of those who depart early, are a concern 
among the university. 
Table 1 
 
Average Retention Rate for Competing Undergraduate Institutions for 2006-2009  
 
Institution % 
Whitman College 94 
Reed College 90 
Willamette University 87 
University of Puget Sound 86 
University of Portland 86 
Lewis and Clark College 86 
Pacific Lutheran University 83 
Linfield College 81 
Pacific University 78 
George Fox 78 
 
Avenues for Solutions 
 As was recommended by Davidson et al. (2009), an effective institutional plan addresses 
the issue at the level of the institution and the level of the student.  At the level of the institution 
Pacific University has strived to create Learning Communities to enhance institutional 
commitment and community through first year seminar classes, orientation outings called 
Voyages, and upperclassmen-led groups called PODs.  Haggstrom (2009) found that students felt 
more connected academically and socially having participated in these programs.  Pacific 
University has in place club sports and recently established a football team that began its first 
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season in Fall 2010.  The university also sponsors other activities (e.g., Annual Luau) and has 
created an organization (i.e., Pacific Outback) that plans outdoor adventures. They have also 
established a competition-based tuition reduction program called Pacesetters for students with 
high academic achievement.  The university provides many services for students that can affect 
retention including faculty advising, financial aid, mandatory residential living during freshman 
and sophomore year, work-study opportunities, a counseling center, a career center, and a newly 
created advising center.  A few committees and sub-committees have been formed that directly 
address retention (e.g., Students of Concern Consultation Team, Student Success Committee).  
The university has in place an academic alert system and a recently purchased Retention Alert 
software system from Datatel.  According to the Provost, system-wide interventions at Pacific 
are already in place and gains in retention are likely to be had at the level of the individual 
(Miller, personal communication, 2010).   
 In order to intervene at the level of the individual there is a need to identify individuals 
at-risk.  It is therefore important to identify risk and protective factors and create a means to 
assess for those factors.  Once at-risk students are identified, interventions can take place.  Even 
though these interventions will occur at the level of the individual it is important to work 
systemically to see that the larger institution supports these interventions and allows them to be 
implemented fully (Tinto, 2007; Davidson et al., 2009).  Any intervention implemented should 
meet Tinto’s recommendations for effective retention programs, namely, put student welfare 
ahead of institutional goals, target all students, and be committed to develop social and 
educational support for the students. 
 
 
20 
Method 
Orienting Frameworks 
 Pacific University has decided to adopt Tinto’s interactionalist theory as their model 
framework for conceptualizing attrition.  Given the power of social integration influencing 
retention, a focus on social factors should be highlighted.  Additionally, the other competing 
theories were conceptualized as factors pertaining to the external community or internal to the 
student.  Thus I did not limit myself to Tinto’s theory in looking at factors influencing decisions 
but also incorporated psychological, financial, involvement, and external factors that may play a 
part.  Consultation occurred within a few orienting frameworks.   
Action research.  The consultation process was based on action research, which consists 
of exploration of the problem, assessment (i.e., data gathering), feedback to client, and joint 
action planning (French & Bell, 1999).  The action research framework then repeats this process 
as necessary.  Action research provides a way to collect data, implement interventions and 
evaluate the effectiveness of those interventions in a dynamic environment.  By feeding back 
further data into the system, the action researcher constantly re-evaluates and adjusts the 
interventions as necessary.  This framework assumes change is occurring within a dynamic 
environment, which necessitates constant appraisal of that environment.  In fact, during the 
course of my consultation with the University, the scope and aims of the project constantly 
shifted, leading to the idea of a “dissertation by discovery” which parallels Kline’s (2009) idea of 
“management by discovery” versus “management by objectives.”  One example of the changing 
scope was the creation of a dynamic survey aimed at pointing students to university resources 
through immediate feedback.  The need for a survey that identified at-risk individuals was 
discussed early on during the literature review process, yet the resulting survey morphed in intent 
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as I received input from current students and delved deeper into data gathering.  The action 
research frame provided the flexibility to meet the demands of changing targets and serve the 
institution as we discovered where needs were along the way. 
Failure analysis.  The framework for looking into factors affecting a student’s decision 
to leave was based on Dekker’s (2006) failure analysis model.  Following Dekker’s model, factor 
exploration occurred with the assumption that students who decide to leave college have their 
own best interests in mind.  Dekker’s model strongly urges against thinking about failure as 
“human error” but instead encourages looking at what was known to individuals at the time and 
assuming people are trying their best to succeed.  Dekker distinguishes between the “Old View” 
and “New View” ways of thinking about failure.  The Old View seeks to assign blame and 
assumes bad people cause problems in efficient systems.  In other words, complex systems 
would be fine if it were not for the behavior of a few “bad apples.”  Human error, in this view, is 
seen as the cause of failure.  In the New View, human error is seen as a symptom of trouble 
within a system.  In other words failure results from well-intentioned people functioning in 
imperfect systems.  Human error is thus the starting point to discover underlying problems in the 
system. 
 There has been a tendency in the past to label attrition as some sort of failure, mainly on 
the part of the student.  In fact, some of the earliest studies on student departure focused on 
personality attributes as the main reasons for leaving (Berger & Lyon, 2005).  Berger and Lyon 
(2005) point out that it was Spady’s (1971) work synthesizing research from the 60’s that urged a 
closer look at the interaction between student attributes and the college environment.  Later Tinto 
(1975) expanded on Spady’s work and formalized a theory where interaction was the key tenant.  
Researchers and theorists have urged institutions to consider that a student leaving may be doing 
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so in a goal-directed manner, and should not be considered a failure (Cabrera, Burkum, and La 
Nasa, 2005; Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1993).  To the student, the decision to leave may not be 
conceptualized as a failure on their part.  Dekker (2009) recommended failure analysis not be a 
means of assessing blame.  On the contrary, it should be a means of understanding the issues that 
were present in order to inform future change.  Thus the results of this analysis will be used to 
guide institutional action and not assign blame.   
Phase I: Assessment 
 Consultation occurred in multiple phases.  The first was the assessment phase.  During 
this phase we held an exploratory meeting with the Vice President of Student Affairs and Provost 
to discover the institution’s interest in attrition at the university and receive an overview of the 
perceived problem.  We next identified and met with the key individuals from Pacific University 
and clarified the university’s needs and goals for the project.  A meeting with the Director of 
Institutional Research was held to help identify goals, resources, and the scope of the project.  
Step 1: Collect and analyze existing data.  Pacific University’s Institutional Research 
had available many sources of data pertaining to attrition and retention.  When a student decides 
to leave the university prior to degree completion he/she is given a semi-structured interview by 
the Assistant to the Vice President of Student Life.  At the end of the interview a code is given 
for the reason for leaving: 1 - Do not have funds, 2 - Personal/Med/Psych, 3 - Change of 
Academic Interest, 4a - Not a good fit, 4b - Cost/Value Conflict, 5 - Academic Difficulty, and 6 - 
Completed International Visit.  Apart from these codes, these exit interviews contain qualitative 
information resulting from its semi-structured format, a Reason-for-Leaving survey, and a 
Satisfaction survey.  The Department of Institutional Research made these sources available.  An 
analysis of the initial data was presented to a committee on student success. 
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Step 2: Gather additional data.  After mining the currently available data, I held focus 
groups with current students to further explore the issue and identify any additional Pacific-
specific risk and protective factors that may not have been discovered in the exit interview data.  
Since the exit interviews were conducted only with students who have left, focus groups were 
designed to also assess why students stay and discover some strengths of the university.  
Additionally, many students may have known others who left or were thinking about leaving and 
the focus group methodology would allow them to freely discuss their experiences or how they 
viewed the experiences of their peers.  Interviews with faculty and staff were conducted to 
discuss current retention strategies (i.e., what is being done), potential interventions (i.e., what 
could be done), and communication among various departments.  Results from the analysis of 
exit interview data guided the questions used in the interviews and focus groups.  A list of the 
questions asked during focus groups and interviews are found in Appendices E and F. 
Phase II: Feedback 
Once the data was gathered, during the second phase I presented the results found to the 
Student Success Committee.  Data was reviewed and presented along with many institutional 
recommendations.  The presentation of the recommendations resulted in a few more follow-up 
meetings with members of the committee to further explain results and discuss future 
recommendations for action specific to their departments. 
Anticipated Results 
 The purpose of this project was to work with Pacific University in addressing attrition at 
the level of the individual by determining an informed course of action through institutional 
research and collaboration.  It was not anticipated that the scope of this project include an 
evaluation of the institutional goal of increasing retention by 2-4%.  At the end of this project we 
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simply anticipated having a better understanding of current factors affecting the decision to leave 
college that are specific to Pacific University, and identify and establish interventions or 
institutional action that, at the level of the individual, are aimed at retaining those students who 
are most at-risk.  During the course of the project, I frequently discussed what was being found 
with the Director of Institutional Research.  In the spirit of action research this occasionally 
resulted in a slight change of direction.  One result was the creation of a self-assessment measure 
about the college experience, which provides dynamic feedback and individually tailors 
recommendations for services based on responses.  
Action Taken 
Initial Statistical Analysis 
 The university tracks student data for those who have decided to leave the university.  
The data used in this analysis consisted of students from the College of Arts & Sciences (i.e., 
undergraduates) who left during Summer 2005 until Fall 2010.  All students, regardless of class, 
were used in the initial frequency analysis.  Data from 809 students who left during that time 
were used.  Of those, 517 (63.9%) were female and 290 (35.8%) were male.  There were 315 
(38.9%) freshman, 278 (34.4%) sophomores, 133 (16.4%) juniors, and 79 (9.8%) seniors.  There 
were 606 (74.9%) students who entered as first-time freshman and 178 (22%) transfer students.  
In the data there were 404 (49.9%) in-state students, 392 (48.5%) out-of-state students, and 11 
(1.4%) international students. 
Reason for attending.  Of the 809 students in the sample, 268 were coded for reason for 
attending.  This item was asked by the exit interviewer and included five possible responses: (a) 
location, (b) size, (c) reputation, (d) athletic recruit, and (e) other.  Students often cited multiple 
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reasons for attending.  When “other” was chosen the interviewer asked for clarification and those 
responses were written in.  See Table 2 for a breakdown of frequencies and percentages.  
Table 2 
 
Reasons Exiting Students Indicated for Attending 
 
Reason for Attending  Frequency % 
Location  101 37.7% 
Size  97 36.2% 
Reputation  60 22.4% 
Athletic recruit  51 19.0% 
Other  196 73.1% 
 Student-teacher ratio, personal attention 15 5.6% 
 Financial Aid, scholarships 27 10.1% 
 Program Specific (Health Sciences) 53 19.8% 
 Program Specific (Liberal Art, Arts) 16 6.0% 
 Overall Feel (e.g., “It just felt right”) 18 6.7% 
 Family, Friends 30 11.2% 
 Only place accepted 6 2.2% 
 Other 6 2.2% 
Note. A total of 268 students responded to this question.  Students could indicate multiple 
reasons for attending. 
 
Reason codes.  Each of the departing students is given a code indicating their overall 
reason for leaving.  The available codes are:  
• 1 - Do not have funds 
• 2 - Personal, Medical, Psychological 
• 3 - Change of Academic Interest 
• 4a - Not a good fit 
• 4b - Cost/Value Conflict 
• 5 - Academic Difficulty 
• 6 - Completed International Visit.   
Frequencies of reason codes are included in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
Frequencies of Reason Code for Exiting Students from Summer 2005 to Fall 2010  
 
Reason Code Frequency Percent 
1 - Do Not Have Funds 49 6.1% 
2 - Personal, Medical, Psychological 218 26.9% 
3 - Change of Academic Interest 100 12.4% 
4 - Not a Good Fit/ Cost-Value Conflict 327 40.4% 
5 - Academic Difficulty 60 7.4% 
6 - Completed International Visit 13 1.6% 
Unknown 42 5.2% 
 
Up until Fall 2009, codes 4a and 4b did not formally exist, and were combined into code 
4.  However, starting in 2006 the distinction was informally made on the exit interviews between 
“Not a good fit” and “Cost/Value conflict” on some but not all of the cases.  The distinction 
between 4a and 4b was made on 205 cases, of which 125 (61%) were given the code 4a (not a 
good fit) and 80 (39%) were coded 4b (cost-value conflict).  There is no way for international 
students to attend without fully matriculating, even though their stay at the university is time-
limited and they typically do not intend to persist until degree completion.  The addition of code 
6 (“Completed International Visit”) was added to identify their specific circumstances for 
leaving. 
The reason code is typically given after conducting an exit interview.  During the time 
period spanning the data analyzed one individual was responsible for interviewing departing 
students and assigning reason codes.  The exit interviewer explained to me her operational 
definition of what makes up each reason (Unterseher, personal communication, 2010).  Code 1 
(“Do not have funds”) is given when students cite financial reasons for leaving and no other 
funds are available.  Code 2 (“Personal, medical, psychological”) is given when personal factors 
and/or medical/psychological reasons are primary in the student’s decision.  Code 3 (“Change of 
academic interest”) is self-explanatory and is given when students cite a change in academic 
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interest, typically to a major not offered.  Code 4a (“Not a good fit”) is given when students cite 
issues related to not fitting in, not feeling welcome, or this is not the place for me.  Code 4b 
(“Cost-value conflict”) is typically given when citing financial reasons but opportunities are 
available to acquire additional funds.  This is commonly expressed as “I can get the same 
education at another college for cheaper.”  The underlying assumption is that the perceived value 
of the college experience is not worth the price to stay.  Code 5 (“Academic difficulty”) is given 
for students who leave for academic reasons (e.g., academic suspension or probation).  Code 6 
(“Completed international visit”) is given to international students who are visiting for a limited 
amount of time.  These codes are assigned after an in-depth interview and are based on what 
reason emerges as primary.  The notes for the interviews often included multiple reasons cited by 
the student that could have been classified as a number of codes.  The qualitative notes gathered 
illustrate the complexity of assigning a single reason for leaving.  In fact, of 317 qualitative 
interviews coded, 249 (78.5%) included reasons from multiple codes. 
Future plan.   As part of the exit process, departing students report on their future plan.  
This data was gathered via an open-ended question.  Frequencies of responses are included in 
Table 4.  A large majority of students (67.2%) indicated they plan to transfer to a new school.  
Table 5 breaks down where students are planning to transfer. 
Table 4 
Future Plan for Students Leaving from Summer 2005 to Fall 2010 
 
Future Plan Frequency Percent 
Transfer 544 67.2% 
Work 82 10.1% 
Study Abroad/Internship 7 0.9% 
Military/Police 8 1% 
Break from School/Personal/Home 52 6.4% 
Other/I Don’t Know 101 12.5% 
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Table 5 
Future Plan for Students Planning to Transfer from Summer 2005 to Fall 2010 
 
Transfer Plan Frequency Percent 
Public College or University 269 49.4% 
Community College 164 30.1% 
Private College or University 72 13.2% 
International School 17 3.1% 
Professional/Graduate School 5 0.9% 
On-line Courses 5 0.9% 
Did not indicate where 12 2.2% 
 
Additionally each student (n = 809) was asked the likelihood of returning to the 
university.  Four hundred eighty-three (59.7%) responded they do not plan on returning, 158 
(19.5%) indicated they might return or hope to return, 39 (4.8%) indicated they will return or 
plan to return, 17 (2.1%) stated they plan to return for graduate school, and 112 (13.8%) did not 
know or were missing data.  
Exit Interviews and Surveys 
 Each student who decides to leave Pacific University is required to complete an interview 
prior to leaving.  These interviews happen either via phone or in person.  Unfortunately, not 
every student complies with this requirement.  During the exit interview the student completes 
two surveys (see Appendices G and H for survey items) and is asked a number of open-ended 
questions in a semi-structured format by the interviewer.  The surveys are a Satisfaction Survey 
and a Reason-For-Leaving Survey.  If a student has completed these surveys, the interviewer 
uses the student’s responses as a means of exploring further the identified reason for leaving.  
Additionally, a discussion of the surveys serves as a starting point for rapport building and 
encourages open and honest communication of the student’s situation and feelings.  At the end of 
the interview the interviewer decides on a reason code.  In speaking with the individual 
responsible for conducting the exit interviews, the purpose of the interview is to gather data and 
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assign a reason code, but also can help validate a student’s decision to leave or, in a few cases, 
assist in the decision making process, which occasionally results in a student deciding to stay 
(Unterseher, personal communication, 2010). 
Satisfaction survey.  This survey consists of 32 items corresponding to differing 
domains and/or services provided by the university.  Students rated each item as unsatisfied (1), 
neutral (2), satisfied (3), or not applicable (0).  This survey was created by the department of 
student life and has not been validated or analyzed psychometrically, in any way.  The data used 
was from students exiting from 2005-2010.  Only those who completed the survey were included 
in the analysis.  Of the 809 students who left during that time frame, 407 completed the 
satisfaction survey, giving a total completion rate of 50.3%.  Among those completing the 
survey, many responded not applicable to certain items or left items blank.  Those responses 
were not included in the valid n for each item.  Of those completing this survey, 279 (68.6%) 
were female and 128 (31.4%) were male.  This sample contained 178 (43.7%) freshman, 141 
(34.6%) sophomores, 56 (13.8%) juniors, and 31 (7.6%) seniors.  There were 321 (78.9%) 
students who entered as first-time freshman and 76 (18.7%) transfer students.  In this survey data 
there were 204 (50.1%) in-state students, 194 (47.6%) out-of-state students, and 9 (2.2%) 
international students. 
Frequency analysis.   One might think that a student decides to leave a school and 
transfer to another because of some sort of dissatisfaction with the school.  It was thus interesting 
to view the results of the satisfaction survey included in the exit interview process.  The items in 
the satisfaction survey were analyzed with frequency and means.  Using the range of possible 
scores (from 1 to 3) and creating equal bands we can analyze the results as unsatisfied (1 - 1.67), 
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neutral (1.68 - 2.33), and satisfied (2.34 - 3).  Satisfaction item means are reported in Table 6.  
See Appendix I for a more detailed graphical depiction of the means and frequencies.  
Table 6 
 
Means and Range for Satisfaction Items 
 
Item Valid n Mean Range 
Personal counseling services 249 2.48 Satisfied 
Career planning services 237 2.37 Satisfied 
Job placement services 191 2.19 Neutral 
Recreational & intramural programs and services 281 2.42 Satisfied 
Library facilities & services 394 2.82 Satisfied 
Student health services 314 2.46 Satisfied 
Student health insurance program 222 2.21 Neutral 
Business office services 354 2.53 Satisfied 
Financial aid services 359 2.43 Satisfied 
Student employment services 269 2.39 Satisfied 
Residence hall services & programs 344 2.35 Satisfied 
Food services 363 1.87 Neutral 
Location of Pacific University 390 2.15 Neutral 
Cultural programs 313 2.46 Satisfied 
College orientation program 368 2.43 Satisfied 
Honors program 137 2.28 Neutral 
Computer services 343 2.52 Satisfied 
Course content in your major field 352 2.37 Satisfied 
Out-of-class availability of your instructors 376 2.66 Satisfied 
Instruction in your major field 349 2.63 Satisfied 
Class size relative to the type of course  391 2.72 Satisfied 
Variety of courses offered at Pacific 392 2.35 Satisfied 
General registration procedures 393 2.46 Satisfied 
Availability of courses you want at times you can 
take them 
393 2.16 Neutral 
Flexibility to design own program of study 318 2.34 Satisfied 
Availability of advisor 375 2.56 Satisfied 
Student voice in college policies 302 2.24 Neutral 
Residence hall rules & regulations 343 2.34 Satisfied 
Attitude of college non-teaching staff toward students 365 2.59 Satisfied 
Racial harmony at Pacific 371 2.42 Satisfied 
Concern for you as an individual 380 2.57 Satisfied 
Personal security/safety on this campus 387 2.73 Satisfied 
 
Overall, students leaving the university were generally satisfied with the items assessed.  
None of the items assessed fell in the unsatisfied range.  Five items fell in the neutral range with 
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food services being the lowest (M = 1.87), followed by location (M = 2.15), course availability 
(M = 2.16), job placement services (M = 2.19), and honor’s program (M = 2.29).  The rest of the 
items fell in the satisfied range with library facilities being the highest (M = 2.82) followed by 
personal security (M = 2.73), class size (M = 2.72), and availability of instructors (M = 2.66).   
There can be much gained in looking at the overall satisfaction level of these individual 
items by determining which programs or services the university offers could be improved.  It is 
clear that based on opinions of departing students there could be improvement in the food 
 offered (either in quality and/or variety), improvement in job placement services, and 
improvement in the honor’s program.  It is unrealistic for location to change, however, there may 
be a way the university could provide services that make other locations (i.e., downtown 
Portland, the coast, etc.) more easily accessible.  The size of the university also limits the amount 
of course availability but perhaps there are creative ways to make classes more available to 
students (e.g., online options, independent study, etc.).  
 It is important to note that there are many things the school is doing well.  The students 
who completed this survey noted that they are very satisfied with the library and feel safe at the 
university.  They also indicated that they are satisfied with the small class sizes and the 
availability of instructors.   
Factor analysis.  I conducted a factor analysis on the survey to explore the underlying 
structure of the measure, and to identify broader domains of satisfaction the measure taps into.  
The method used to factor analyze the survey was not as rigorous as would be expected in most 
scientific research; however, given the nature of this project (consulting to an organization) a 
certain level of rigorous scientific analysis was not needed.  Instead, a more thorough 
understanding of the structure of the measure serves to inform the institution as to which 
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constructs are being measured and which constructs are not being measured.  Typically factor 
analysis is used to (a) reduce the number of items on a survey by identifying items that do not 
correlate strongly with other items and (b) group correlated items together in underlying 
constructs.  In this case, factor analysis was used to discover which items were correlated 
statistically rather than relying solely on face validity of the items. 
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling (KMO), Bartlett’s test of sphericity, and 
the determinant of the correlation matrix were used to judge the appropriateness of factor 
analysis.  Using Dziuban and Shirkey (1974) norms, the resulting KMO coefficient .908 is 
marvelous.  Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Approx. χ2 = 4805.69, df = 496, p<.05) indicated there 
were correlations among the items. Additionally, the determinate of the correlation matrix was 
4.67 x 10-6, indicating appropriateness. 
In order to extract orthogonal factors (for exploration purposes) a Varimax rotation was 
used.  Using Eigenvalues greater than 1 as a criterion, the resulting analysis yielded 7 factors.  
Items were included in a factor if the loading was greater than .40 (to reduce the amount of 
cross-loaded items).  Upon analyzing the items grouped in each factor, it was determined that the 
following labels should be applied:  
1. Personal Regard (e.g., racial harmony, concern, regard for the individual, availability of 
instructors),  
2. Student Support Services (e.g., employment, counseling, honors),  
3. Student Life Services (e.g., food services, resident hall, recreation),  
4. Academic Courses (e.g., courses offered, availability of courses, registration),  
5. Administrative Services (e.g., library, administration office, financial aid), 
6. Health Services (e.g., health insurance and health center), 
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7. Academic Major (e.g., course content, quality of instruction). 
See Appendix J for a table of factor loadings.   
The cumulative percent of variance explained was 56.61% with the seven factors.  In 
analyzing the variance explained, the survey has one major factor (viz., personal regard) and 
possibly a second factor (viz., student support services).  However, all 7 factors were retained for 
comparison purposes. See Table 7 for percent of variance accounted for by the individual factors. 
Table 7  
 
Percent of Variance Accounted for by Factors in the Satisfaction Survey 
 
Factor % of variance  
Personal regard 28.620 
Student support services 8.289 
Student life services 4.871 
Academic courses 4.042 
Administrative services 3.805 
Health services 3.617 
Academic major 3.364 
 
Comparisons.  Scores for each factor were calculated by taking the average of the items 
in each factor.  Because the number of items in each factor differed (range from 2 to 8 items) the 
average provided a means of combining the factors into an overall satisfaction score that 
weighted each satisfaction domain equally.  “Overall Satisfaction” was calculated as an average 
of the individual factor scores.  The calculated factor scores range from 1 to 3.  Creating equal 
bands we can analyze the results as unsatisfied (1 - 1.67), neutral (1.68 - 2.33), and satisfied 
(2.34 - 3) in regards to each factor.  Using one-way ANOVA, comparisons of means for each 
factor, as well as overall satisfaction, were conducted on a variety of groups: sex, first-time 
freshman versus transfer students, work-study status, in-state versus out-of-state student, and 
class (freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior).  No statistical differences in means on the 
satisfaction factors were found between first-time freshman and transfer students, in-state and 
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out-of-state students, and among class.  There were statistically significant differences between 
males and females in satisfaction ratings of student support services, F(1,378) =4.42, p<.05,  η2 
=.012, (males: M = 2.26, SD = .49, neutral range; females: M = 2.37, SD = .47, satisfied range) 
and administrative services, F(1, 398) = 4.79, p<.05,  η2 =.012, (males: M = 2.52, SD = .46, 
satisfied range; females: M = 2.62, SD = .44, satisfied range), with females reporting a slightly 
higher level of satisfaction than males.  There were statistically significant difference between 
students who participated in work-study and those who did not, F(2, 346) = 4.43, p<.05,  η2 = 
.025.  Students who participated in work-study indicated greater satisfaction with student support 
services (M = 2.43, SD = .49, satisfied range) than those who did not participate in work-study 
(M = 2.26, SD = .48, neutral range).  It is probable that those students who participated in work-
study had increased interaction with student support services than those who did not, which 
could account for why they indicated greater satisfaction.  It is unclear why there was a 
difference in satisfaction scores between males and females on two factors: student support 
services and administrative services.  All the effect sizes (i.e., η2) are small, accounting for only 
1.2% to 2.5% of the variance.  There were no differences among any of the groups on the overall 
satisfaction score. 
Reason-for-Leaving Survey.  The Reason-for-Leaving Survey consists of 23 items 
corresponding to possible reasons for leaving the institution.  Students rated each item as (a) not 
a reason, (b) a minor reason, or (c) a major reason for leaving.  This survey was created by the 
department of student life and has not been validated or analyzed psychometrically, in any way.  
Student responses were coded on a three-point scale as follows: not a reason (0), minor reason 
(1), and major reason (2).  Eight hundred nine students left the university over the past 5 years, 
with 404 completing the survey, giving a completion rate of 49.9%.  Items that were left blank 
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were not included in the valid n. Of those completing this survey, 279 (69.1%) were female and 
125 (30.9%) were male.  This sample contained 175 (43.3%) freshman, 140 (34.7%) 
sophomores, 56 (13.9%) juniors, and 32 (7.9%) seniors.  There were 320 (79.2%) who entered as 
first-time freshman and 75 (18.6%) entered as transfer students.  In this survey data there were 
203 (50.2%) in-state students, 193 (47.8%) out-of-state students, and 8 (2%) international 
students. 
Frequency analysis.   Students most frequently endorsed “decided to attend a different 
college” (n = 218, 54.2%) as a major reason for leaving.  This was followed by “tuition and fees 
were more than I can afford” (n = 148, 36.8%), “wanted to move to a new location” (n = 98, 
24.5%), and “afraid of assuming too much loan” (n = 87, 21.8%).  These three reasons were also 
among the top minor reasons for leaving.  The top minor reason for leaving identified was 
“wanted to live nearer to my parents or loved ones” (n = 93, 23.3%).  “Dissatisfied with grades” 
(n = 86, 21.4%) was also among the top minor reasons.  Combining the major reasons and minor 
reasons we find that 73.4% of those students who completed the survey cited “decided to attend 
a different college” as a reason for leaving, 47.3% stated they “want to move to a new location,” 
58.7% stated that “tuition and fees were more than I could afford,” and 42.8% indicated they are 
“afraid of assuming too much loan.”  See Table 8 for a complete breakdown of the frequencies. 
Factor analysis.  Similar to the Satisfaction survey, I conducted an exploratory factor 
analysis on the Reason-for-Leaving survey to explore the underlying structure of each measure 
and compare the factors extracted to Tinto’s theory and other reasons identified in the literature 
for student departure.  As indicated in the previous section, the method used to factor analyze the 
survey was not as rigorous as would be expected in most scientific research due to the nature of 
this project.  However, a more thorough understanding of the structure of this measure serves to  
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Table 8 
 
Item Frequencies of Reason-for-Leaving Survey 
 
Item Valid N Major Reason  Minor Reason Total % 
  n %  n %  
Decided to attend a different 
college 
402 218 54.2%  77 19.2% 73.4% 
Health-related problem (family 
or personal) 
401 42 10.5%  38 9.5% 20.0% 
Want a break from college 
studies 
400 19 4.8%  38 9.5% 14.3% 
Want to move to (or was 
transferred to) a new location 
400 98 24.5%  91 22.8% 47.3% 
Situation with spouse/partner 
has changed educational plans 
401 11 2.7%  20 5.0% 7.7% 
Did not like the size of Pacific 
University 
400 23 5.8%  77 19.3% 25.0% 
Experienced emotional 
problems 
401 57 14.2%  73 18.2% 32.4% 
Felt alone or isolated 403 35 8.7%  79 19.6% 28.3% 
Want to live nearer to my 
parents or loved ones 
400 51 12.8% 
 93 23.3% 36.0% 
Want to travel 400 21 5.3%  42 10.5% 15.8% 
Dissatisfied with my grades 402 35 8.7% 
 86 21.4% 30.1% 
Inadequate study habits 401 19 4.7%  55 13.7% 18.5% 
Disappointed with the quality of 
instruction 
401 24 6.0%  46 11.5% 17.5% 
Desired major not offered 400 65 16.3%  31 7.8% 24.0% 
Academic advising was 
inadequate 
400 15 3.8%  24 6.0% 9.8% 
Experienced class scheduling 
problems 
401 13 3.2%  40 10.0% 13.2% 
Impersonal attitudes of faculty 
or staff 
399 8 2.0%  31 7.8% 9.8% 
Dissatisfied with the residence 
life 
399 33 8.3%  55 13.8% 22.1% 
Encountered unexpected 
expenses 
400 67 16.8%  76 19.0% 35.8% 
Afraid of assuming too much 
loan 
400 87 21.8%  84 21.0% 42.8% 
Tuition and fees were more than 
I could afford 
402 148 36.8%  88 21.9% 58.7% 
Want to get work experience 399 8 2.0%  13 3.3% 5.3% 
Other 326 54 16.6%  20 6.1% 22.7% 
Note.  Top cited reasons for leaving are in boldface. 
37 
inform the institution as to what types of data they are receiving and what construct(s) they are 
not measuring.   
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling (KMO), Bartlett’s test of sphericity, and 
the determinant of the correlation matrix were used to judge the appropriateness of factor 
analysis.  Using Dziuban and Shirkey (1974) norms, the resulting KMO coefficient .676 is 
mediocre.  Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Approx. χ2 = 1594.02, df = 256, p<.05) indicated there 
were correlations among the items.  Additionally, the determinate of the correlation matrix was 
.007, indicating appropriateness.  Item communalities are in the low to moderate range (.40 to 
.70) with none dipping below .42, which is acceptable for social science research.   
In order to extract orthogonal factors (for exploration purposes) a Varimax rotation was 
used.  Using Eigenvalues greater than 1 as a criterion, the resulting analysis yielded 8 factors (see 
Appendix K for factor loadings).  Items were included in a factor if the loading was greater than 
.32 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  Given the structure of the survey it makes sense to not include 
negatively loaded items in a factor.  Lower scores (i.e., 0) corresponding to “not a factor” could 
either be interpreted as “not applicable” or “didn’t factor into my decision.”  For example, 
“health related problem” was not included in factor 2 (Lack of fit) because it negatively loaded 
onto that factor.  Thus higher scores on the other factor items correlate to a lower score on 
“health related problems,” indicating that “health related problems” were not a reason for 
leaving.  Only one item cross-loaded using communalities greater than .32 criterion and 
conceptually it made more sense to include it in both factors.  The eight factors extracted 
include:  
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1. System/Institution Interaction – refers to the quality of instruction, inadequate academic 
advising, class scheduling problems, attitudes of faculty/staff, and resident life 
experience; 
2. Lack of Fit – refers to a desire to attend a different college, wanted to move, size of the 
university, desired major not offered;  
3. Health/Personal – experienced family or personal health problem, emotional problem, 
loneliness, wanting to move back home; 
4. Financial – encountered unexpected expenses, afraid of loan/debt, not affordable; 
5. Academic Difficulty - wanted a break, dissatisfied with grades and study habits; 
6. Want to get away - wanted a break, want to travel; 
7. Work Experience - get work experience, situation w/ spouse/partner changed educational 
plans; 
8. Other – either non-descriptive “other” or international student completing visit. 
Percent of variance accounted for by the individual factors is presented in Table 9. The 
cumulative percent of variance explained was 61.45% with the eight factors.  
Table 9  
 
Percent of Variance Accounted for by Factors in the Reason-for-Leaving Survey 
 
Factor % of variance 
1 – System/Institution Interaction 15.022 
2 – Lack of Fit 9.991 
3 – Health/Personal 8.177 
4 – Financial 7.477 
5 – Academic Difficulty 6.037 
6 – Wanted a break 5.321 
7 – Work Experience 4.767 
8 – Other/International Student 4.656 
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Comparisons.  Scores for each factor were calculated by taking the average of the items 
in each factor.  Because the number of items in each factor differed (range from 1 to 5 items) the 
average provided a means of comparing domains across groups.  Similar to the analysis for 
satisfaction, I used one-way ANOVA comparisons of means for each factor on a variety of 
groups: sex, first-time freshman versus transfer students, work-study status, in-state versus out-
of-state student, and class (freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior).  No statistical differences 
in means were found in comparing student’s work study status.  Statistically significant 
differences were found, however, in the other comparisons.  These differences are summarized in 
Table 10 (statistically significant comparisons are bolded). 
Females indicated that lack of fit, F(1, 402) = 1.53, p<.05, η2 = .014, and/or 
health/personal factors, F(1,401) =12.36, p<.05, η2 = .030, were reasons for leaving more often 
than males.  Men, on the other hand indicated academic difficulty more often than females, F(1, 
400) =7.82, p<.05, η2 = .019.  Out-of-state students cited health/personal factors more frequently 
than in-state students, F(1, 393) = 6.56, p<.05, η2 = .016.  First-time freshman indicated lack of 
fit more often than transfer students, F(1, 396) = 18.43, p<.05, η2 = .044.  Both freshman and 
sophomores indicated lack of fit was a factor more frequently than seniors, F(3, 399) = 7.96, 
p<.05, η2 = .056 .  Freshman scored higher on the health/personal factor than sophomores, F(3, 
398) = 3.23, p<.05, η2 = .024.  Finally, both freshman and sophomores scored lower on work 
experience factor than seniors, F(3, 397) = 3.14, p<.05, η2 = .023.  These results follow 
predictable patterns given each cohort’s stage in the student lifecycle.  For example it is logical 
that seniors would leave to get work experience more so than freshman or sophomores.  
Likewise upper-class students who remained are more likely to “fit” with the university than 
freshman or sophomores.  Similarly other comparisons followed predictable patterns.  Men, who 
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Table 10 
Means and Standard Deviations on Reason-for-Leaving Factors by Group 
 
Note. Statistically significant comparisons are bolded in each category.  Standard deviations are in parentheses. 
 
 
 Sex  State  Transfer  Cohort 
Factor M F  In Out  FF TR  FR SO JR SR 
1 – System/Institution Interaction .21 (.36) .18 (.30)  .20 (.33) .19 (.31)  .20 (.32) .18 (.32)  .19 (.33) .23 (.36) .13 (.24) .10 (.21) 
2 – Lack of Fit .59 (.51) .72 (.51)  .67 (.52) .72 (.51)  .74 (.51) .47 (.46)  .75 (.52) .73 (.50) .58 (.47) .31 (.44) 
3 – Health/Personal .29 (.43) .47 (.50)  .35 (.47) .48 (.51)  .42 (.50) .41 (.47)  .48 (.53) .32 (.41) .46 (.54) .39 (44) 
4 – Financial .69 (.66) .72 (.68)  .77 (.70) .68 (.65)  .72 (.68) .72 (.65)  .64 (.65) .83 (.72) .72 (.64) .53 (.58) 
5 – Academic Difficulty .36 (.49) .23 (.39)  .32 (.45) .23 (.40)  .29 (.44) .20 (.35)  .29 (.44) .27 (.42) .25 (.40) .28 (.44) 
6 – Wanted a break .21 (.42) .20 (.39)  .24 (.42) .16 (.37)  .22 (.42) .14 (.29)  .21 (.40) .19 (.40) .16 (.33) .26 (.48) 
7 – Work Experience .11 (.27) .08 (.28)  .12 (.32) .07 (.23)  .08 (.25) .15 (.37) 
 .07 (.24) .08 (.27) .10 (.26) .23 (.47) 
8 – Other/International Student .38 (.75) .40(.76)  .33 (.68) .42 (.79)  .40 (.76) .33 (.72)  .41 (.75) .34 (.72) .49 (.86) .32 (.75) 
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nowadays are more apt to struggle academically than women, scored higher on the academic 
difficulty factor.  Out-of-state students, being further away from family and friends, may 
experience more health and/or personal factors that may play a role in their decision to leave.   
Finally males may indicate lower scores on the lack of fit and health personal factors because it 
may not be as socially desirable to indicate those factors and it is more socially acceptable for 
females to cite those issues. It is important to note, however, that all the effect sizes (i.e., η2) are 
small accounting for only 1.4% to 5.6% of the variance. 
 In comparing cohorts on the individual items on the survey there are additional 
significant differences, however, they again follow predictable patterns that pertain to cohort 
specific situations (e.g., juniors and seniors less frequently indicated Resident Life as a reason, 
seniors are less likely to transfer college and thus indicated that less frequently as a reason).  
Aside from health related problems, all the reasons are indicated less frequently as students 
become upperclassmen (i.e., item 1 - different college, item 4 - wanted to move, item 6 - size of 
school, item 9 - nearer to parents and loved ones, item 18 – resident life).  Indicating health 
related problems (item 2) increases among the differing classes.  See Appendix L for a graphical 
comparison of the specific survey items among class. 
Focus Groups 
The exit survey data illustrated not only the many factors that may contribute to one’s 
decision to leave but also indicated that our system of assessing people who leave may be hiding 
some underlying factors.  To help fill the gap and make sure that we received adequate 
information to make recommendations I held focus groups with current students to ask questions 
about why students attend college, why certain students leave, and why students stay.  
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Additionally I asked what the institution could do to help students in making a decision to stay or 
go.  See Appendix E for questions.   
Demographics.  Students who participated in the focus groups were in their freshman or 
sophomore year at Pacific University and at least 18 years of age. Students were recruited via an 
email invitation sent out by Pacific University’s Department of Institutional Research and a flyer 
put up around campus (see Appendix M for the recruitment materials).  The invitation was sent 
to all Pacific University freshman and sophomore undergraduates.  A total of 15 full-time 
students participated in the focus groups (5 freshman, 10 sophomores).  There were 10 females 
and 5 males.  Students from a variety of ethnic groups participated (9 White, 1 Mexican, 1 
Pacific Islander, 1 Middle Eastern, 1 Multicultural, 1 Japanese, and 1 Did not respond).  
Additionally, individuals from a variety of chosen majors were represented (Psychology, 
Exercise Science, Social Work, Chemistry, Mathematics, Education, Political Science, Business, 
International Studies, and Accounting).  Each participant signed an informed consent form that 
was emailed to them and also reviewed prior to beginning each focus group.  APA ethical 
guidelines were following during the course of this study. 
Method.  Each focus group was audio recorded and notes were taken by the facilitator.  
Because the purpose of these focus groups was to catch reasons that may not have been gleaned 
from the exit interviews, I was interested in the emergent themes.  Students were encouraged to 
think of friends or acquaintances that may have left or were thinking of leaving when answering 
the questions. 
Results.  Students indicated that people attend college because it is a societal and 
parental expectation.  It is the next step after high school in one’s life and is necessary for 
success.  Many students in the groups described a college degree as “the new high school 
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diploma.”  Whereas once it was not expected to go to college, now it is required to be successful.  
Thus the student decision to attend college does not appear much of a decision at all.  The choice 
lies in where to go to college.  According to the exit interviews, students who chose Pacific did 
so because of reasons like good financial aid packages, family influences, and majors and 
programs offered.  Focus group participants likewise indicated that these were major influences 
as well.  Of particular note, the College of Health Profession’s graduate programs are strong 
draws for students who are interested in those areas of study. 
Reasons for leaving.   Themes of the focus groups seemed to fall in Tinto’s main 
categories that affect a departure decision.  Participants cited pre-entry characteristics (e.g., not 
prepared academically, not mature enough for college), social integration factors (e.g., difficulty 
finding friends, feeling alone, not feeling part of the community, social “cliques”), academic 
integration factors (e.g., change in academic interest, doesn’t like classes, poor grades), 
institutional commitment (e.g., no school spirit, lack of connection to the university), and goal 
commitment (e.g., don’t take school seriously).  To a lesser degree students indicated personal, 
medical, or psychological reasons (including those of family members) and diversity issues (e.g., 
racism and favoritism).  Additionally, weather and location were cited in nearly every focus 
group (however, this is unchangeable by the university).  A very common theme was issues 
related to finances, for example, debt and loans.   
In addition to the reasons for leaving, participants indicated when deciding to leave, 
students will discuss their decision with family and friends (particularly like-minded friends).  
There was also a big focus on truth in advertising.  Many students felt that the school tends to 
“sell itself” to incoming freshman and more transparency about what to expect would help 
students arrive with more realistic expectations.  Examples given included misleading 
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information about scholarships (e.g., uninformed the scholarship did not renew the next year), 
class size (e.g., freshman classes are bigger than expected), and lack of information about 
upcoming changes (e.g., addition of football team).  Many felt increased openness and 
transparency on the part of the university would help garner trust between the student and the 
university, which may increase students’ willingness to contact the university regarding 
decisions to leave. 
Reasons for staying.   Student responses for why people stay at Pacific also confirmed 
the use of Tinto’s model.  Students cited social integration (e.g., friends, “everyone can find their 
place here”, clubs, organizations, activities), academic integration factors (e.g., low student to 
teacher ratio, challenging coursework, good academics, numerous opportunities), institutional 
commitment (e.g., leadership opportunities, relationship with advisor, relationship with faculty, 
personal attention), and goal commitment (e.g., Pacific is a “good school”, more credibility, 
health professions, major/minor areas of study).  To a lesser degree students cited school 
resources (e.g., tutoring, financial aid, and work study) as a reason for staying. 
 Many students strongly identified relationships with their faculty advisor as a reason for 
staying.  A few students mentioned that they were once thinking about leaving and their advisor 
played a major role in their decision to stay.  One student even described his advisor as a “father 
figure.” 
Dynamic survey.  In addition to the questions posed about reasons for leaving and 
staying, participants were presented with a list of questions designed to assess various domains 
identified in the literature associated with retention.  The questions asked about institutional and 
goal commitment, social integration, educational experience and academic performance, 
academic integration, finances, personal factors, happiness, and intent to leave (see Appendix 
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M).  Participants were asked how they would feel if they were asked these questions, in what 
manner the questions should be asked, and how they would feel if contacted by someone from 
the university to discuss their answers.  Participants indicated that a survey asking these 
questions needs to be transparent, that is, the purpose of the survey needs to be clearly defined 
and communicated to those taking the survey.  Students stressed an importance of being able to 
“opt-in” to contacted by the university, and if possible to be contacted by someone they trusted.  
More often than not the participants indicated that the questions should be asked of students and 
asking these types of questions communicates concern for the student on the part of the 
university.  A few indicated that they felt as if the questions were too intrusive and they would 
not respond honestly for fear of non-confidentiality and unwanted follow-up.  However, those 
who initially were opposed indicated that transparency and an “opt-in” option would suffice to 
alleviate those fears.  Multiple participants suggested that a survey asking those questions would 
fit well in the First Year Studies curriculum.  They also indicated that in order to get an adequate 
response rate the university would have to make the survey mandatory, however, this might 
make people resent taking it.   
Interviews 
 Interviews were conducted with staff and faculty to assess knowledge of what is currently 
being done to address attrition and retention issues and how the university could better address 
those issues (including ideas for programs or interventions).  Additionally staff and faculty were 
asked about communication issues that may be affecting the integration of separate departments 
regarding retention issues. See Appendix F for questions asked. 
Demographics.  Faculty and staff were contacted directly via email for recruitment.  
Pacific University’s Department of Institutional Research provided names and contact 
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information of possible participants.  Eleven interviews were conducted that included department 
heads, vice presidents, professors, an administrative assistant, and a high ranking upper level 
administrator.  Each participant signed an informed consent form that was emailed to them prior 
and also reviewed at the beginning of each interview.  APA ethical guidelines were adhered to 
during the course of the study. 
Results.  It was found that the individuals interviewed were typically aware of retention 
strategies that were related to their department or office, but were less aware of other institutional 
strategies.  There was much variability in answering the question of what is currently being done 
to address attrition and retention issues.  Many of the programs already in place aimed at 
increasing retention were not consistently mentioned.  Retention efforts more proximal to the 
interviewee’s department, however, were more frequently mentioned, indicating that there is no 
understanding of a cohesive retention strategy.  In fact when asked what Pacific could do to 
better address retention issues the theme of “developing a more cohesive strategy” emerged.  It 
was mentioned that the university is making progress towards this and has made a good start 
(e.g., “We are just starting to make purposeful efforts”).  The formation of the Student Success 
Committee is an example of that start, however, in the words of one interviewee, “We’ve spent 
quite a bit of time admiring the problem and recently we’ve started to take a look at how we can 
monitor it better and how we can improve it.  I don’t know if we’ve gotten to the point of doing 
anything to really improve it, but better monitoring and better understanding of why students 
leave is certainly a good first step.”  The theme of setting retention goals came up in these 
individual interviews.  One example given was setting specific goals for every department 
regarding retention.  It was noted in the interviews that retention should be a focus for everyone 
because everyone can influence retention.   
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 Other themes discussed were the need to put in place a structure to make interventions 
happen and to market to an internal audience (viz., students, faculty, staff) about the options that 
are available to students thinking about leaving.  They noted there is a need to develop an 
internal communication plan about at-risk students or when faculty and/or staff recognize that a 
student is at risk.  Also they noted there was a need to gather and track outcome data to monitor 
and evaluate interventions and programs. 
 Interviewees often mentioned the high caliber of the faculty was a strength of the 
university (i.e., it was mentioned during 6 of 11 interviews).  However, some indicated that there 
is variability in the quality of advising students receive.  Some faculty advisors take a pure 
academic scheduling approach to advising whereas others engage in big picture/life goal 
conversations with students. 
 Tangential to these themes, a major emergent theme concerned Pacific’s identity for their 
undergraduate programs with individuals noting that there may be conflict between the liberal 
arts tradition, a consumerist model of receiving education (e.g., core courses from community 
colleges, on-line education, finish at a university for the prestigious name), and the trend and 
success of Pacific in recruiting students focused on health professions.  Among those 
interviewed, strong opinions were shared in favor of all of these. 
Suggestions for Improvement from Focus Groups and Interviews 
During the interviews with faculty and staff, and focus groups with students many 
suggestions were made which may impact retention or help students better deal with the factors 
affecting their decision to leave.   
Financial interventions.  It was suggested that the university create an emergency fund 
to be able to use for students when small amounts of money could be the tipping point in 
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deciding to stay (e.g., $30,000 discretionary fund for small scholarships based on financial need).  
In a similar vein, a compassionate fund could be created and used when families and students are 
undergoing financial or personal hardships.  It may be beneficial that during campus visits 
students sit down with a financial planner and discuss financial issues that may arise once 
accepted.  Students recommended that more scholarships (e.g., increased endowment, financial 
resources) be made available to help further alleviate some of the financial burden of attending 
college.  Overall, more financial assistance was suggested. 
Increase faculty-student interaction.  Students and faculty alike indicated that there 
could be improvements to advising (e.g., more initial one-on-one contact with advisor, advising 
not focused solely on academic planning, “help student’s figure out what they need”, 
requirement to talk to someone in person, more contact with students during orientation).  The 
suggestion was made to increase the quality of advising through more guidance for advisors on 
what is expected to be covered.  They also indicated a need for more internal marketing: getting 
information to students on available services, programs, and opportunities.  The importance of 
establishing close faculty interactions early on was stressed and the suggestion was made to do 
more faculty outreach to students, particularly during orientation.  It was also suggested to 
rework orientation to facilitate closer contact with resident life and more engagement.  Students 
stressed the importance of the faculty and staff being upfront and honest in all interactions with 
students. 
Academic interventions.  It was suggested that a formal program for students on 
academic probation be established and mandatory academic coaching or tutoring be required for 
students struggling academically. 
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Retention strategies.  It was suggested that administration, faculty, and staff need to 
become more comfortable monitoring and intervening with students.   Additionally, an early 
warning system was mentioned that would lead to formalized and improved early intervention.  
More assessment and identification of at-risk students was suggested; and possibly expanding the 
purview of the Students of Concern Consultation Team (SCCT).  Individuals noted a need to 
broaden retention strategies to include all students and not just freshman and sophomores.  A 
suggestion was made to establish an Office of Retention and develop a formal communication 
plan to get information across departments.  Overall the suggestion was made that retention 
strategies need to be student focused and consider their best interests. 
Social interventions.  Among the focus groups and interviews it was noted that there is a 
lack of school pride or school spirit.  Students suggested incentivizing participation in activities 
as a means of getting students to interact.  It was suggested that to increase school pride, Boxer 
could be brought back, attendance needs to increase at athletic events, and more free 
merchandise could be given away.  Students also mentioned that it would be beneficial to hold 
re-connection experiences between semesters whereby orientation groups could get back 
together. 
Major systemic change.  Acknowledging that these are more outside the box solutions, 
suggestions were made to look closer at Pacific’s identity and educational philosophy and decide 
to either stress the liberal arts education philosophy or change to a focused preparatory school for 
the health professions and/or medical schools.  Additionally, the suggestion was made to offer 
accelerated programs (e.g., 3 year graduation) to lessen the overall cost of an education to the 
student and to more progressively respond to market conditions by increasing formal paths to 
receiving a college degree. 
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Recommendations and Discussion 
 Pacific University has numerous retention-oriented programs or strategies in place both 
systemically and departmentally spanning different periods of the student lifecycle.  Among 
those occurring before enrollment are advertising, outreach, increasing awareness, campus visits, 
participation in the application processes, and financial aid.  Upon admittance students can 
participate in the Pacesetters program, which offers additional scholarships and funds for 
students who demonstrate academic excellence and participate in a half-day academic 
competition.  Before beginning classes students attend orientation and a few students opt to 
participate in sponsored group outings called “Voyages.”  During the fall semester of freshman 
year all students are required to take a First Year Studies class focused on the transition to 
college life, modeled after learning communities (Haggstrom, 2009).  Additionally those who 
participate in Voyages enroll in a short class called Pac 155.  Students are required to live in 
residential dormitories during their freshman and sophomore years.  Continuously during the 
student lifecycle, the university provides numerous opportunities for involvement through clubs, 
sports, and other school sponsored activities.  There is even an organization in place (i.e., Pacific 
Outback) that continually plans outdoor adventures.  Each student is assigned a faculty advisor, 
who primarily focuses on academic advising.  Numerous other services are in place: the 
Department of Resident Life, work-study opportunities, a counseling center, a career center, and 
a newly created advising center.  There are retention initiatives that focus on identifying and 
intervening with at-risk students, namely, the Students of Concern Consultation Team (SCCT) 
and an academic alert system.  A special committee, the Student Success Committee, was 
formed specifically to discuss issues directly related to retention.  The small, intimate nature of 
Pacific lends itself well to retention through low faculty-to-student ratio and personal regard 
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aimed at student success.  Its relatively small size allows for more personal attention to the 
student.  No doubt on various sub-levels of the institution other retention initiatives or actions are 
being carried out by individuals and departments.  In fact, each interaction with a representative 
of the university (whether it be the President or an office clerk) is an interaction that can 
influence students’ perceptions of the university.  Every individual in the university plays a role 
in (and can affect) retention.   
 During the focus groups, current students discussed many of Pacific’s strengths.  Students 
overall, praised the faculty and staff at Pacific.  They were happy with the connection they felt 
and the personal attention they receive.  Pacific has a low student-to-teacher ratio which students 
appreciate.  They indicated they feel faculty and staff show a willingness to help students.  
Pacific provides many opportunities to students (from clubs and activities to leadership and 
advocacy) that allow students to find their niche socially and academically.  Students also 
recognized the high quality of education offered and Pacific’s prestige, especially among the 
health professions.  Among students who left, the satisfaction survey indicated that, overall, 
students were satisfied with the many services offered.  Additionally, items pertaining to faculty 
and staff interaction were in the satisfied range.   
 Pacific University’s retention efforts are well intentioned and congruent with 
recommended system-wide action shown to affect retention (e.g., learning communities, 
mandatory residential living, academic alert systems).  The retention effort, however, does not 
appear to be unified across the university.  It appears that programs are initiated without a solid 
unifying retention plan put into place by the university.  As mentioned during the review of the 
literature, the resounding message for institutions looking to increase their retention is the 
development of individualized retention plans.  Pacific University had made admirable strides 
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toward that goal through the formation of the Student Success Committee and stressing the 
importance of retention by making it a focus of discussion among high-ranking administrators, 
staff, and faculty.  The student departure problem is a multi-dimensional one.  Braxton et al. 
(2004) suggested taking a multi-dimensional approach with many institutional “levers of action” 
or programs aimed at addressing the complex nature of the issue.  The recommendations 
presented below are meant to assist Pacific University to continue on their initial trajectory with 
suggestions of some next steps.  Some recommendations address macro-level structures needed 
for an individualized plan to succeed, whereas other recommendations concern proposed pieces 
of the individualized plan or changes to improve what is already in place.  An executive 
summary presented to the Student Success Committee can be found in Appendix O. 
Office of Retention 
 Alexander et al.’s (2009) recommendation to identify project leadership should be 
applied at Pacific.  In order to move Pacific University’s retention initiatives forward, there is a 
need to push from discussion and “admiring” the problem toward action.  Establishment of an 
Office of Retention or similar committee empowered by the university can serve as a catalyst for 
action.  Since each individual interaction between students and staff (including faculty) can 
influence retention there is a need to organize efforts and communication.  An Office of 
Retention (or similarly empowered committee) could be responsible for disseminating the 
message that everyone has a role in retention and advocacy.  Tinto (1993) recommended 
“institutions should place ownership for institutional change in the hands of those across the 
campus who have to implement that change” (p. 150).  The Office of Retention’s main goal may 
be to do just that, namely, empower departments, sub-committees, and individuals to “own” 
retention interventions.  An Office of Retention can provide initial encouragement and initiative 
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to begin implementing more retention strategies.  It can also serve as a point of accountability 
and oversight for all retention initiatives.  One strategy in effecting this would be through 
internal marketing of “retention as a priority” and subsequent requirements that individuals and 
departments set at least one actionable retention goal during the year with a means to monitor the 
success of that goal.  Additionally, to follow another recommendation by Tinto, a recognition 
system could be implemented that incentivizes and rewards individuals, departments, and 
programs for outstanding retention strategies.  The main goal of this Office could be to market 
the idea that retention is important and encourage those on the front-line to take ownership of 
retention.  Equally as important would be to develop an accountability loop for retention 
strategies and a means to assess success.  The Office of Retention may take part in the 
development of a cohesive retention strategy.  It is important, however, that this office or 
committee not be viewed as the “savior” and one-time solution to retention issues, but rather a 
vehicle for promoting and setting into motion many pathways for solution. 
Cohesive Retention Strategy 
 A next step in addressing retention issues at Pacific would be through the development of 
a cohesive, university-wide retention strategy.  Due to the multi-dimensionality of the problem 
one solution will not work for every student.  A cohesive strategy strives for unity and singular 
purpose across the different offices, departments, and services of Pacific University.  Thus, it is 
recommended that the university, or Office of Retention, develop a unifying message about 
retention that can be communicated campus wide.   
 Such a system can include a sub-system designed at identifying students at risk in each of 
Tinto’s main domains (i.e., pre-entry characteristics; commitment; academic integration and 
achievement; social integration; and external, personal, and psychological factors).  Again a 
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multi-dimensional approach to identifying at-risk students would be beneficial.  This warning 
system should occur early enough in the student lifecycle to initiate interventions before it is too 
late.  Currently, Pacific University has an academic alert system in place wherein professors and 
others can flag a student who may be struggling academically or who has missed a number of 
classes.  Although the technology is in place, the widespread use and adoption of that technology 
is questionable.  In fact, interviews with faculty indicated trouble using the system.  Additionally, 
a computer retention alert system was recently purchased with the aim of increasing 
communication across departments and identifying at-risk students.  Success of such an initiative 
requires widespread adoption of this method of communication.  The university should 
encourage and incentivize its use and provide training to those who use it.  Again, the individuals 
expected to carry out the intervention need to acquire ownership of the intervention.   
Because Pacific is small liberal arts university there exist both formal and informal 
methods of identifying at-risk students.  The SCCT with representatives from various 
departments is an example of a formal committee aimed at identifying students who are highly at 
risk.  The existence of this committee, however, is not particularly well known among 
individuals not members of the committee.  Informal means of identification occur any time one 
individual at the university informs another about a student who may be struggling.  
Additionally, as part of this consultation project, a self-assessment measure was created that 
provides real-time feedback to students about their current experience in college and directs them 
to university services that may assist the student in domains in which they may be struggling.  A 
technical report was drafted regarding this measure’s creation and intended use (Noakes, 2011).  
See Appendix P for the entire technical report.  Identification of at-risk students can occur at 
within-department, inter-departmental, individual, and student levels.  Tinto (1993) warned that 
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without continual awareness, early warning systems may result in uncritical labeling of students 
and eventual self-fulfilling prophesies in the treatment of students.  In addition, there is a danger 
in appearing overly intrusive in a manner similar to an Orwellian “Big Brother.”  Students 
indicated that they valued transparency in university actions as well as respect and collaboration.  
Ultimately students indicated that the choice (to participate in interventions) needs to be their 
own.  They also mentioned trust was important when discussing personal issues.  Thus the use of 
early identification systems, interventions, and the level of university involvement needs to walk 
a fine line in order to be successful. 
 As Seidman’s (2005) retention formula implied, identification efforts need to lead to 
intervention.  Like good clinical interventions, these should be individualized to the needs of the 
student.  In order for this to happen, the student should be referred to university services related 
to the problem domain.  For example, a student struggling academically should be referred to 
academic services or the advising center, whereas a student struggling with personal problems 
may need personal counseling.  A cohesive retention strategy should facilitate access and 
utilization of existing services provided by the university (e.g., counseling center, advising, 
financial aid, scholarships, tutoring, etc.).  In addition to those services already provided by the 
university, additional services may need to be created as student needs change over time.   
 Continued assessment of interventions and gathering and analyzing data is a frequent 
recommendation to institutional retention efforts (Alexander and Gardner, 2009; Braxton, 
Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Kuh et al., 2006; Tinto, 1993).  This was also a common 
suggestion during faculty and staff interviews.  A cohesive retention strategy should include a 
means of monitoring and tracking the success of various programs and initiatives.   
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Advising 
Faculty relationships were identified by both students and staff as being a strong protective 
factor against early departure.  Through academic advising, Pacific University has in place a 
mechanism that facilitates mandatory one-on-one student-faculty interaction at least once a 
semester.  In the focus groups, advising came up as a factor affecting students’ decision to stay.  
Advising is not necessarily why someone leaves, but plays a role in why someone, who was 
thinking about leaving, chooses to stay.  In the Reason-for-Leaving survey (n=400) 361 students 
indicated inadequate academic advising was not a reason for leaving, 24 indicated it was a minor 
reason, and only 15 indicated it was a major reason.  Yet during focus groups, a few students 
cited their advisor (and conversations with their advisor) as a major reason for choosing to stay.  
However, it was found that the quality of academic advising was varied.  Of all the students I 
spoke with, those that were satisfied with their academic advisors are ones who talked more 
about big picture/life goals rather than merely scheduling.  Those who were unsatisfied with their 
advising relationship indicated that all they did was scheduling.  Tinto (1993) recommended 
advising include discussions about goals and linking students to other services.  Contact with an 
advisor can develop into an important connection with the university.  Although the satisfaction 
survey indicated students were satisfied with advising, a closer examination reveals the item 
deals with the availability of the academic advisor and not the quality of advising per se. 
With the new establishment of the advising center it is a perfect time to define the roles of 
faculty advisors and advising center.  Given the strong protective influence of quality advising, 
establishing expectations for advising is warranted (particularly among faculty academic 
advising).  Student qualitative data suggest that advising should expand beyond scheduling and 
include conversations about goals and discovery, particularly as they relate to choosing career 
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and future planning.  In addition, advisors are often the first line of defense against attrition.  It is 
required at Pacific that students meet with their faculty advisor at least once a semester to 
approve their upcoming schedule.  Because of this increased interaction, advisors may be the 
first to become aware of difficulties that threaten a student’s success in college.  Additionally, 
new students may not be aware of all the opportunities that exist in the university.  It would be 
beneficial for the university to ensure that all faculty advisors are well versed in the support 
services and resources the university provides to help direct students who may be in need of 
assistance and to inform students about what opportunities for involvement are available. 
Intervention for Academic At-Risk 
 Not much focus has been paid to academic difficulty as reason for leaving.  In fact code 5 
“Academic Difficulty” represents a relatively small percentage (7.4%) of students who left from 
2005-2010.  However, it may be easier to identify students who are academically at-risk 
compared to other reasons for leaving.  Involuntary departure in the form of academic difficulty 
is perhaps the most acceptable reason for leaving for the institution.  In fact, during focus groups 
and interviews academic difficulty (e.g., unprepared for college, “can’t hack it”) was noted as a 
major reason.  Interviews indicated departure due to academic reasons is to be expected for some 
students who were ill prepared.  While this may be true, admission criteria and past academic 
performance theoretically help select those most likely to succeed.  Tinto (1975) posited many 
individuals may flunk themselves out due to other underlying reasons.  Because academic 
difficulty is another socially accepted reason for leaving, at times it may mask reasons relating to 
lack of integration into the community.  Early identification of academic at-risk students can lead 
to increased utilization of services that target either academic difficulty (e.g., tutoring) or other 
difficulties (e.g., counseling, advising). 
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 For those students who are struggling academically, it is recommended that academic 
interventions be made mandatory – what is referred to as “intrusive” intervention (e.g., 
mandatory tutoring, remedial courses).  Applying Seidman’s (2005) retention formula, these 
interventions should be intensive and ongoing with continual monitoring.  Providing these 
services is another way the university communicates its commitment to student success.  
Seidman summarized the justification for intrusive intervention by stating, “Letting a student 
attend a college who is likely to be unsuccessful can seem as cruel as not letting the student 
enroll if he or she does not accept the intervention” (p. 310). 
Modification to Exit Interview Surveys 
Continued assessment of interventions along with gathering and analyzing data is a 
frequent recommendation to institutional retention efforts (Alexander et al., 2009; Tinto, 1993; 
Braxton et al., 2004; Kuh et al., 2006).  However, data are only as useful as the questions asked.  
Therefore, in addition to assessing individual retention strategies, it is recommended that the exit 
interview surveys (i.e., Satisfaction survey and Reason-for-Leaving survey) be modified to 
gather data more in line with current theories of departure (i.e, Tinto’s interactionalist Theory), 
in addition to simple changes to the structure to improve psychometric properties.  Despite the 
surveys’ limitations, it is recommended that the surveys be kept as a part of the exit interview 
process because, in conjunction with the exit interview, they provide a means to gather 
qualitative information. This information more accurately illustrates the interplay of multiple 
factors contributing to an individual’s decision to leave and leads to a more accurate assignment 
of reason for leaving codes.  Specific recommendations and reasons for these recommendations 
are discussed below for each of the surveys included in the exit interview process. 
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Recommended changes to Reason-for-Leaving survey.  In evaluating the factor 
structure, it is clear that there are many underlying reasons for leaving identified in the literature 
not being assessed, including goals, intentions, commitment, social integration, and academic 
integration (in terms of engagement with academic system). 
The results of the Reason-for-Leaving survey showed that most students leaving (73.4%) 
had plans to attend a different college or university and many students indicated reasons 
associated with moving to a different location or moving closer to home.  Additionally, most 
students cite financial reasons as either a major or minor reason for leaving the university.  
According to Bean (2005): 
running out of money is probably the best excuse for leaving college that there is, 
because it places the reason for leaving outside the locus of control of the student.  
Running out of money is normatively accepted; it represents no academic or motivational 
failure on the part of the student.  Many students who leave college for other reasons 
blame their departure on money problems. (p. 234) 
One study that illustrates how financial reasons may hide other factors compared matched 
samples of students who left to students who stayed at two universities in Scotland found that 
both groups of students were under similar financial difficulty and that factors differentiating 
between groups were related to limited social support networks and lack of “fit” between the 
student and the institution (Christie, Munro, & Fisher, 2004).  At Pacific, only 6.1% of students 
leaving during 2005-2010 were given “Do not have funds” as their reason code for leaving.  
Seeing that 58.7% cited “tuition and fees were more than I could afford” played a role in their 
decision (36.8% indicating it was a major reason) it appears there is a disconnect between what 
students are choosing as a major reason and what is being elicited in the exit interview.  The 
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reason for this most likely lies in the difference between the reason codes 1 (“Do not have 
funds”) and 4b (“Cost-Value conflict”).  The former is applied only to student where funds are 
not available whereas the latter code is given when financial opportunities exist but the student 
chooses not to pursue them.  This distinction is insightfully made through evaluating the 
availability of financial aid and a question such as “If money weren’t an issue would you stay?”  
A negative response (“No I wouldn’t stay.”) implies that money is not the only contributing 
factor and thus the “cost-value conflict” code is given.  It is important to note that the largest 
code category (40.4%) includes the “cost-value conflict” code, indicating that a large number of 
students citing financial reasons are included.  This category, however, also includes people who 
indicated a lack of fit with the university for social and academic integration reasons.  Continued 
distinction between “cost-value conflict” and “lack of fit” will help unpack this confusion in 
coming years. The survey data seems to be hiding more underlying reasons that are perhaps as 
individual and varied as the people exiting. 
 While the major reason cited (i.e., attend a different college) is congruent with most 
students’ stated future plan (i.e., transfer), it is not particularly enlightening.  A student who 
decides to attend a different college has underlying reasons for doing so which may or may not 
be reflected in this survey.  For example, a student may have wanted to attend a different college 
because the desired major was not offered and may have indicated both as major reasons for 
leaving.  However, another student may have only indicated one reason for leaving (e.g., wanted 
to attend a different college), leaving one to hypothesize that the real reason for leaving most 
likely fell into a different category such as lack of fit, social reasons, or personal problems.  
Summary data in this survey is not the most useful in terms of analysis of the individual.  In 
terms of discovering any underlying common themes among groups, the desired data is hidden 
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by the top two items (i.e., wanting to attend a different college and financial reasons).  This 
survey is used as an exploratory tool during the exit interviews and is discussed in person.  The 
resulting interview led to qualitative data that illustrated the multi-dimensionality of reasons for 
leaving; many students cited multiple factors that contributed to their decision (e.g., finances, 
personal/health, social).  It is recommended that the items “plan to attend a different college or 
university” and “wanted to move to a different location” be removed as they hide potential 
underlying reasons for leaving and are captured in questions about future plan. 
What it does tell us is the majority of people who are leaving Pacific are not necessarily 
leaving the educational system (i.e., system departure), but are departing the institution and may 
be pursuing a different route to a college degree.  Additionally, financial burden and issues 
related to cost and perceived value of the received education are major factors in one’s decision 
to leave, but perhaps because citing money issues is more socially accepted, other underlying 
reasons for leaving are hidden.  The inclusion of these “hidden” factors (e.g., social integration, 
academic integration, institutional commitment, etc.) may allow for the survey to assess more 
adequately contributing factors for leaving. 
Recommended changes to Satisfaction survey.  It is recommended that items 
pertaining to social integration, academic integration, goal commitment, and institutional 
commitment be added to the survey.  In analyzing the underlying structure of the measure it is 
clear that most of the domains assessed by this survey tap into satisfaction with specific services 
the university provides.  Only the “Personal Regard” factor inquires about satisfaction with items 
that are perhaps more internal to the individual or reflective of an individual’s perception (e.g., 
attitude of staff, concern for student, personal safety).  However, even that factor includes other 
items that could be considered services (e.g., instructor availability, class size, computer 
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services).  Satisfaction measures with specific services are important in determining areas that 
are functioning well and areas that need improvement.  It may be better to gather information 
about satisfaction with university services from the entire student body, not just those who leave, 
if the goal is to assess student satisfaction with services.  Thus this survey, as is, does not add 
much information as to why students leave. 
The results of this sample (departing students from 2005-2010) indicate that overall, 
students who are leaving are satisfied with the services Pacific offers.  Given this overall level of 
satisfaction the question arises, “If students are generally satisfied, why would they leave?”  
Perhaps the answer is this survey is not tapping into the domains of satisfaction which may 
contribute to a student’s departure decision.  It can be argued that dissatisfaction with certain 
services the university provides (e.g., food) is not a major reason for leaving.  In fact, the 
qualitative portion of the exit interviews showed that this was the case, namely no one stated that 
their main reason for leaving was poor food quality or inadequate food selection.  In addition, 
emergent themes from the focus groups did not implicate school services as important reasons 
for leaving.  At the very least, dissatisfaction with school services serve as an easy target of 
complaint, but are not identified as major reasons for leaving.  The one exception may be 
financial services, namely, inability to qualify for financial assistance. 
 Applying Tinto’s (1993) model of individual departure, we can see that the Satisfaction 
survey is not assessing a student’s satisfaction with social integration, goal commitment (and 
how the university can help the student with goal attainment), academic integration, and fit (or 
integration) into the community or institution.  There are many domains not assessed that have 
been shown to be important factors, namely, quality of faculty contact, peer relationships, social 
interaction, social integration, perception of fitting-in, sense of belonging, being a part of the 
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university (school pride), academic integration, perceived quality of education, and goal 
attainment.  Assessing these domains may shed more light on how satisfaction influences 
students’ decision to leave. 
 There are many limitations to the survey and interpreting the survey data.  Since the 
survey is only given to students who have made a decision to leave the results cannot be 
generalized to students who stay.  There is an assumption by the university that dissatisfaction 
with these items somehow contributed to a student’s decision to leave, which may not be the 
case given the items assessed.  The finding that students leaving are generally satisfied with the 
services the university provides indicates that there is not a relationship between satisfaction (or 
dissatisfaction) of the items and a student’s decision to leave.  Thus the survey may be more 
useful by giving it to the entire student body for purposes of evaluating university services.  
Additionally the 3-point scale (unsatisfied, neutral, satisfied) is a major limitation, as it may not 
provide enough variance in scores for adequate statistical analysis.  It is recommended the scale 
be changed to a 5 or 7 point Likert-type scale to increase the variance in scores. 
Managing financial stress 
Focus groups, interviews, and exit survey and interview data all suggest that financial 
reasons play a major role in a student’s decision to leave.  As noted above, financial reasons are a 
common cited reason for leaving that may mask other underlying reasons.  Tinto (1993) noted 
that “the more rewarding [a student’s] experience is perceived to be, the greater, generally 
speaking, will be the person’s willingness to withstand even great financial hardship in order to 
stay.” (p. 180).  This, however, should not discount the impact financial stress has on an 
individual.  The financial aid packages and scholarships made available to students are cited as 
among the main reasons for choosing to attend Pacific University.  It may be beneficial to assist 
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students further in managing financial stress.  The impact today’s economy has had on 
individuals and families is well publicized in the media and has perhaps led to students becoming 
more debt-aware.  No doubt for those impacted by the economic climate, finances are a major 
concern and often-discussed topic.  The university could take a more active approach in offering 
financial services to help students manage their debt or more accurately evaluate their financial 
situation.  For many students (especially those coded as 4b “cost-value conflict”) additional 
financial aid or private loans are available, however, they often choose to leave instead of 
incurring more debt.  Debt counseling and instructions on budgeting may help students to 
become more savvy in managing debt and strive to help them live within their means.  One 
suggestion from the focus groups was for students to meet with a financial planner during 
campus visits.  Linking students to online financial calculators and median income charts for 
certain majors may help students in evaluating the feasibility of paying off additional debt upon 
graduation.  Realistic planning and honest financial advising communicates to students a concern 
for their financial well being and stresses the importance of financial sustainability.  When 
conducted in a transparent manner that focuses on student interests, assistance with finances may 
enhance the student’s commitment to the university and can result in a positive interaction 
between the student and the institution.   
In addition, it may be beneficial to include work-study more frequently in student aid 
packages.  Work-study and on-campus jobs have been shown to positively affect retention.  The 
satisfaction survey indicated that students who participated in work-study were more satisfied 
with student support services than those who did not participate.  Participation in work-study 
increases positive interactions with faculty and staff, which leads to more academic integration 
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and institutional commitment.  Work-study additionally helps alleviate some of the financial 
burden on students.   
Stopouts 
 A retention plan need not limit itself to certain classes (e.g., freshman) or even to current 
students.  As was presented in the Initial Statistical Analysis section there are a number of 
individuals who departed from the university that indicated they either plan to return (4.8%) or 
might return or hope to return (19.5%).  Currently there is no system in place at the university 
that follows up with those students who indicated a possibility of returning.  Tinto (1993) pointed 
out that relatively simple efforts to recruit back these students could yield substantial benefits.  
Tracking and contacting stopout students in good academic standing keeps these students in 
contact with the university and may impact their desire to return.  It may be beneficial to 
establish a formal means through which these students may return to the university.  While this 
strategy may not directly impact the retention rate statistic (which only tracks freshman returning 
for their sophomore year) it may recoup some lost revenue by filling vacated spots.  Sending 
letters, newsletters, university magazines, or emails may be all it takes to recruit back a few of 
these students.   
Conclusion 
 The overarching message is that early departure is a multi-dimensional problem that 
requires a multi-dimensional solution.  The recommendations discussed above represent 
potential pieces of the puzzle of increasing retention, and care should be taken to integrate them 
into a larger institutional plan.  At the heart of these recommendations are the ideas that the 
university needs to become more involved in the student decision making process and that 
everyone in the university can affect retention.  Each interaction with the various levels and 
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departments in the university has an impact on social and academic integration, goal and 
institutional commitment, and students’ overall college experience.  Although there are factors 
outside the reach of the university that may influence a departure decision, it is in the 
university’s best interest to do all it can in helping a student to succeed in college.  Many 
services and resources are available to assist students in making the transition to college life and 
integrating into (or connecting to) the various communities and sub-communities within the 
university.  As the university takes more of an active part in a student’s decision making process, 
it will be more able to guide the student toward taking advantage of the resources offered by the 
university.  As Seidman (2005) states, “An honest discussion of area(s) of concern and how the 
college will assist the student in overcoming the deficiency is essential” (p. 314).  The 
underlying message the university communicates to students should be one of concern for 
student success.  In other words, as Tinto (1993) suggests, university policy and programs should 
put student welfare first.  He further noted that paradoxically, institutions that are willing to 
encourage students to leave retain better.  He attributes this to the fact that these institutions 
communicate a certain commitment to their students, a fact that Braxton et al. (2004) in their 
revision of Tinto’s model acknowledged as being important to student retention.  By engaging 
more with students during their decision making process, the university will further 
communicate institutional commitment to students and, in return, may yield increased 
institutional commitment by students. 
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Appendix A 
Testable Propositions of Tinto’s Interactionalist Theory (Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997) 
 
1. Student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the institution. 
2. Student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the goal of 
graduation from college. 
3. Student entry characteristics directly affect the student’s likelihood of persistence in 
college. 
4. Initial commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the level of academic 
integration. 
5. Initial commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the level of social 
integration. 
6. Initial commitment to the institution affects the level of social integration. 
7. Initial commitment to the institution affects the level of academic integration. 
8. The greater the degree of academic integration, the greater the level of subsequent 
commitment to the goal of graduation from college. 
9. The greater the degree of social integration, the greater the level of subsequent 
commitment to the institution. 
10. The initial level of institutional commitment affects the subsequent level of institutional 
commitment. 
11. The initial level of commitment to the goal of graduation from college affects the 
subsequent level of commitment to the goal of graduation from college. 
12. The greater the level of subsequent commitment to the goal of graduation from college, 
the greater the likelihood of student persistence in college. 
13. The greater the level of subsequent commitment to the institution, the greater the 
likelihood of student persistence in college. 
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Appendix B 
Table and Graphical Summary of Braxton and Lee’s (2005) Reliable Knowledge Test 
Proposition Supportive Unsupportive Reliable 
Knowledge 
Adequate # of 
Tests? 
1. Student entry characteristics affect the level of 
initial commitment to the institution. 
16 13 N Y 
2. Student entry characteristics affect the level of 
initial commitment to the goal of graduation 
from college. 
4 2 N N 
3. Student entry characteristics directly affect the 
student’s likelihood of persistence in college. 
7 12 N Y 
4. Initial commitment to the goal of graduation 
from college affects the level of academic 
integration. 
2 5 N N 
5. Initial commitment to the goal of graduation 
from college affects the level of social 
integration. 
4 0 N N 
6. Initial commitment to the institution affects the 
level of social integration. 
4 10 N Y 
7. Initial commitment to the institution affects the 
level of academic integration. 
1 8 N N 
8. The greater the degree of academic integration, 
the greater the level of subsequent commitment 
to the goal of graduation from college. 
8 0 N N 
9. The greater the degree of social integration, the 
greater the level of subsequent commitment to 
the institution. 
16 3 Y Y 
10. The initial level of institutional commitment 
affects the subsequent level of institutional 
commitment. 
9 2 Y Y 
11. The initial level of commitment to the goal of 
graduation from college affects the subsequent 
level of commitment to the goal of graduation 
from college. 
6 0 N N 
12. The greater the level of subsequent 
commitment to the goal of graduation from 
college, the greater the likelihood of student 
persistence in college. 
6 3 N N 
13. The greater the level of subsequent 
commitment to the institution, the greater the 
likelihood of student persistence in college. 
11 2 Y Y 
Note. Adapted from Braxton and Lee (2005).  They looked at the extant research for each of the 
13 propositions in Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist theory.  To achieve reliable knowledge each 
proposition required a minimum of 10 tests with 70% of those test indicating support. 
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Figure B1. Braxton and Lee’s (2005) analysis of reliable knowledge mapped onto Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist theory.  Numbers 
correspond to the associated proposition in Tinto’s theory.  Arrows are color coded by support.  Dark blue arrows (propositions 9, 10, 
and 13) are supported and considered reliable knowledge.  Light blue arrows (propositions 5, 8, and 11) have not achieved reliable 
knowledge due to insufficient number of tests but have been supported in all tests.  Purple arrow (proposition 12) has not achieved 
reliable knowledge but is trending toward it.  Yellow arrows (propositions 2 and 4) received mixed support and do not have adequate 
number of tests.  Red arrows (propositions 1, 3, 6, and 7) have not reached reliable knowledge with sufficient number of tests. 
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Appendix C 
Braxton and Hirshy’s (2005) Revision of Tinto’s Interactionalist Model 
 
Student Entry 
Characteristics 
Family SES 
Parental 
Education 
Academic Ability 
Race Gender 
High School 
Academic 
Achievement 
Initial Goal 
Commitment 
Initial 
Institutional 
Commitment 
Institutional 
Commitment to the 
Welfare of Students 
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Communal Potential 
Proactive Social 
Adjustment 
Psychosocial 
Engagement 
Subsequent 
Institutional 
Commitment 
Social Integration 
Persistence 
Ability to Pay 
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Appendix D 
Categorization of Selected Risk and Protective Factors Identified in the Literature 
 
Factor Risk (-) or 
Protective (+) 
Category 
Employment on campus/work study a, c + Institutional Commitment 
High School GPA a, e, f + Pre-entry 
Course Choice (Math & Science) a + Academic Integration 
Racial Tension b - Social integration 
Intent to stay b + Goal Commitment 
Internal locus of control b + Psychological 
Positive faculty-student interactions b, f + Academic Integration 
Close friends b + Social Integration 
Support for attending college b + External factors 
Positive interactions w/ Staff (bureaucratic)b + Academic Integration 
Opportunities for transfer b - External 
Opportunities for work b - External 
Family responsibilities b - External 
Money b + Pre-entry 
Campus atmosphere is attractive-Physically, 
emotionally, intellectually, socially b 
+ Academic and Social 
Integration 
Ability to pay d + Pre-entry 
Positive perceptions of the costs d + Institutional Commitment 
Race Black (vs. White)e - Pre-entry 
Expecting to participate in clubs and 
organizations e 
+ Social 
Expecting to read many textbooks or 
assigned books e 
+ Academic 
Expecting to read many non-assigned books e  - Academic 
Expecting to work off campus e - External 
Sex: Male e - Pre-entry 
Sex: Female f + Pre-entry 
Plans to live on campus e + Social 
Time between date of application and date of 
matriculation e 
+ Pre-entry 
Underprepared for college f - Pre-entry 
Not entering directly out of high school f - Pre-entry 
Attending part time f - Institutional Commitment 
Single parent f - External 
Caring for children at home f - External 
Being financially independent f - Pre-entry 
Working more than 30 hours per week f - External 
First generational college student f - Pre-entry 
High expectations f + Goal Commitment 
Expect to participate in a variety of things f + Institutional Commitment 
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Student engagement in education f + Academic integration 
Full time students f + Academic integration 
Students living on campus f + Social integration 
Learning community students f + Academic and Social 
Integration 
International students f + Pre-entry 
Students with diversity experiences f + Pre-entry 
First Year Seminar f + Academic and Social 
Integration 
Academic Related Skills g + Pre-entry 
Academic Self Confidence g + Personal 
Academic Goals g + Goal Commitment 
Financial Support g + Pre-entry 
Higher Social Economic Status g + Pre-entry 
Academic Motivation g + Pre-entry/Academic Integration 
Note. Negative signs (-) indicate risk factor and positive signs (+) indicate protective factor. 
aCabrera, A. F., Burkum, K. R., & La Nasa, S. M. (2005). Pathways to a four-year degree. In A. 
Seidman (Ed.) ,College Student Retention: Formula for Student Success (pp.155-214). Westport, 
CT: Praeger. 
bBean, J. P. (2005). Nine themes of college student retention. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College 
Student Retention: Formula for Student Success (pp. 215-243). Westport, CT: Praeger. 
cAstin, A. W., & Oseguera, L. (2005). Pre-college and institutional influences on degree 
attainment. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College Student Retention: Formula for Student Success 
(pp.245-276). Westport, CT: Praeger. 
dBraxton, J. M., & Hirschy, A. S. (2005). Theoretical developments in the study of college 
student departure. In A. Seidman (Ed.), College Student Retention: Formula for Student Success 
(pp.61-87). Westport, CT: Praeger. 
eMiller, T. E., Tyree, T., Riegler, K. K., & Herreid, C. (2010). Results of the Use of A Model that 
Predicts Individual Student Attrition to Intervene with Those Who Are Most at Risk. College 
and University, 85(3), 12-19. 
fKuh, G. D., Kinzie, J., Buckley, J. A., Bridges, B. K., & Hayek, J. C. (2006). What matters to 
student success: A review of the literature. Commissioned report for the National Symposium on 
Postsecondary Student Success: Spearheading a Dialog on Student Success. (Vol. 18, pp. 1 - 
151). Retrieved from National Survey of Student Engagement website: 
http://nsse.iub.edu/html/pubs.cfm 
gLotkowski, V., Robbins, S., & Noeth, R. (2004). The role of academic and non-academic 
factors in improving college retention. ACT Policy Report, 1-31. Retrieved June 26, 2010, from 
http://inpathways.net/college_retention.pdf. 
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Appendix E 
Current Student Focus Group Questions 
 
1. Why do you think people go to college? 
a. How can a college education help you achieve your goals? 
b. How can Pacific University in particular help you achieve your goals? 
c. How is Pacific University different than other colleges or universities in helping 
you achieve your goals? 
2. What are some of the reasons people leave college? 
a. Some of you may have had peers who thought about leaving Pacific, or who left 
Pacific.  What do you think are some of the factors contributing to their decision? 
b. What resources are available to someone thinking about leaving? 
c. If you were thinking about leaving who would you talk your decision over with? 
d. Why do you think people leave Pacific? 
3. What are some reasons people choose to stay? 
a. What makes Pacific University unique? 
b. What influenced your decision to attend Pacific? 
c. What contributes most to your decision to continue your studies at Pacific? 
4. What could Pacific do to help people with the decision to leave or stay? 
a. What could be done at Pacific to improve someone’s personal commitment to the 
University? 
b. If someone were concerned about a student, how do you think that student would 
feel if faculty or staff contacted them or gave them more personal attention? 
5. If this were your situation what would contribute most to your decision to stay?  
How would you navigate the situation? (one or more of the following will be asked) 
a. You have very few friends but are doing well in school.  There are some family 
problems at home, and you're taking out loans. 
b. You are on scholarship here but have recently broke up with boyfriend or 
girlfriend.  Academically you're doing well but in light of the recent events you've 
begun to struggle. You're having difficulty making new friends and old friends all 
run in the same circle as previous boyfriend/girlfriend. 
c. Your family has been a victim of tough economic times. Your parents aren't able 
to continue paying Pacific's tuition. You don't want to go further into debt and 
noticed there are other schools with same major that would be cheaper. 
d. You're Major interests changed and Pacific doesn't offer what you are interested 
in.  You have completed 1 year of studies. 
e. Initially thought you would like Forest Grove but noticed it's too small and too far 
from Portland (you don't have a car).  Academically you are doing well and you 
have a good number of friends but don't feel like you've made as good of friends 
as back home. 
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Appendix F 
Faculty and Staff Interview Questions 
 
• In what ways is Pacific University addressing retention and attrition issues? 
• What could Pacific do to better address those issues? 
• What ideas (or changes) do you have that could help? 
• What is Pacific not doing that we could be doing? 
• Where are we not handing off information - how could the separate departments be better 
integrated regarding retention issues? 
• How well does each of these current retention strategies cover the main domains of 
retention theory? (Interviewees will fill out the Gap Analysis grid below) 
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Appendix G 
Satisfaction Survey Items 
 
1. Personal counseling services 
2. Career planning services 
3. Job placement services 
4. Recreational & intramural programs and services 
5. Library facilities & services 
6. Student health services 
7. Student health insurance program 
8. Business office services 
9. Financial aid services 
10. Student employment services 
11. Residence hall services & programs 
12. Food services 
13. Location of Pacific University 
14. Cultural programs 
15. College orientation program 
16. Honors program 
17. Computer services 
18. Course content in your major field 
19. Out-of-class availability of your instructors 
20. Instruction in your major field 
21. Class size relative to the type of course  
22. Variety of courses offered at Pacific 
23. General registration procedures 
24. Availability of courses you want at times you can take them 
25. Flexibility to design own program of study 
26. Availability of advisor 
27. Student voice in college policies 
28. Residence hall rules & regulations 
29. Attitude of college non-teaching staff toward students 
30. Racial harmony at Pacific 
31. Concern for you as an individual 
32. Personal security/safety on this campus 
 
Each item was rated unsatisfied, neutral, satisfied, or not applicable.  
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Appendix H 
Reason for Leaving Survey Items 
1. Decided to attend a different college 
2. Health-related problem (family or personal) 
3. Want a break from college studies 
4. Want to move to (or was transferred to) a new location 
5. Situation with spouse/partner has changed educational plans 
6. Did not like the size of Pacific University 
7. Experienced emotional problems 
8. Felt alone or isolated 
9. Want to live nearer to my parents or loved ones 
10. Want to travel 
11. Dissatisfied with my grades 
12. Inadequate study habits 
13. Disappointed with the quality of instruction 
14. Desired major not offered 
15. Academic advising was inadequate 
16. Experienced class scheduling problems 
17. Impersonal attitudes of faculty or staff 
18. Dissatisfied with the residence life 
19. Encountered unexpected expenses 
20. Afraid of assuming too much loan 
21. Tuition and fees were more than I could afford 
22. Want to get work experience 
23. Other 
 
Each item was rated major reason, minor reason, or not a reason for leaving.  
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Appendix J 
Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis With Varimax Rotation of Satisfaction Survey  
Survey Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Personal counseling services .087 .504 .015 .084 -.044 .375 .078 
Career planning services .171 .760 -.016 -.004 .153 .115 .044 
Job placement services .007 .819 .096 .071 .102 .054 .022 
Recreational & intramural programs and 
services 
.005 .332 .427 .135 -.045 .241 .345 
Library facilities & services .319 -.069 .232 .069 .471 .193 .274 
Student health services .066 .121 .228 .033 .165 .662 .050 
Student health insurance program -.004 .209 -.028 .013 .158 .745 .043 
Business office services .216 .184 .072 .093 .697 .259 .008 
Financial aid services .150 .155 .014 .172 .792 .006 -.019 
Student employment services -.008 .619 .339 .065 .371 -.128 .048 
Residence hall services & programs .146 .131 .839 .117 .139 .024 .035 
Food services .276 -.011 .520 .054 .033 .279 .108 
Location of Pacific University .273 -.014 .199 .321 .316 .339 -.052 
Cultural programs .306 .274 .303 .225 -.022 .313 .042 
College orientation program .307 .033 .376 .320 .267 .162 -.004 
Honors program .093 .555 .100 .164 -.093 .384 .022 
Computer services .401 .219 .178 -.049 .304 .225 .261 
Course content in your major field .315 .133 -.068 .248 .195 .099 .540 
Out-of-class availability of your instructors .498 -.002 .040 .164 .382 .087 .279 
Instruction in your major field .114 .019 .058 .026 -.020 -.017 .789 
Class size relative to the type of course  .557 .014 .103 .335 .283 .015 .207 
Variety of courses offered at Pacific .331 .052 .108 .724 .145 .000 .164 
General registration procedures .448 -.014 .269 .452 .247 .047 .110 
Availability of courses you want at times you 
can take them 
.176 .120 .156 .777 .127 -.008 .094 
Flexibility to design own program of study .252 .251 .013 .547 -.018 .359 -.068 
Availability of advisor .594 .095 .064 .148 .113 .109 .143 
Student voice in college policies .335 .408 .211 .054 .084 .337 -.026 
Residence hall rules & regulations .322 .171 .767 .124 .046 .020 -.080 
Attitude of college non-teaching staff toward 
students 
.719 .104 .182 .150 .089 .020 -.034 
Racial harmony at Pacific .736 .159 .137 .096 .016 .070 -.048 
Concern for you as an individual .702 .069 .142 .124 .131 .027 .130 
Personal security/safety on this campus .698 .005 .177 .221 .116 .055 .124 
Note. Factors extracted were labeled as follows: (1) personal regard, (2) student support services, 
(3) student life services, (4) academic courses, (5) administrative services, (6) health services, 
and (7) academic major.  Factor loadings greater than .40 are shown in boldface and indicate 
inclusion in the respective factor. 
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Appendix K 
Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis with Varimax Rotation of Reason-for-Leaving Survey 
Survey Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Decided to attend a different college .185 .781 -.001 .139 -.011 -.098 -.020 -.056 
Health-related problem (family or personal) -.028 -.429a .507 -.171 .107 -.352a -.049 -.026 
Want a break from college studies -.111 -.301 .041 -.158 .481 .526 .113 -.263 
Want to move to (or was transferred to) a new 
location 
-.005 .774 .173 .036 .043 .127 -.051 .096 
Situation with spouse/partner has changed 
educational plans 
-.057 -.056 .074 .116 .033 -.107 .673 .304 
Did not like the size of Pacific University .276 .444 .235 .084 -.168 .117 .181 -.096 
Experienced emotional problems .075 -.115 .808 -.061 .187 .079 .121 -.002 
Felt alone or isolated .115 .153 .788 .077 -.013 .082 .106 .045 
Want to live nearer to my parents or loved ones -.122 .233 .582 .030 .058 -.067 -.312 -.138 
Want to travel .153 .030 .023 -.009 -.020 .826 -.014 .091 
Dissatisfied with my grades .164 .080 .036 .155 .802 -.062 .003 .103 
Inadequate study habits .051 -.004 .152 .032 .836 .038 .006 -.068 
Disappointed with the quality of instruction .690 .231 -.033 .113 .165 .017 -.072 .135 
Desired major not offered .181 .488 -.213 -.110 .158 -.205 .135 -.134 
Academic advising was inadequate .670 .069 .114 .006 .095 .016 -.048 -.059 
Experienced class scheduling problems .625 -.082 -.056 .068 -.083 .031 .085 -.393a 
Impersonal attitudes of faculty or staff .794 .109 -.012 .033 .039 .066 -.036 .093 
Dissatisfied with the residence life .392 .234 .269 .110 -.062 .304 -.140 .117 
Encountered unexpected expenses .111 -.015 -.006 .746 .062 .012 .080 -.040 
Afraid of assuming too much loan .067 .156 .057 .779 .100 .013 .015 -.064 
Tuition and fees were more than I could afford .001 .033 -.044 .862 -.025 -.038 -.118 -.072 
Want to get work experience -.084 .135 -.015 -.109 .008 .086 .658 -.236 
Other .010 -.057 -.053 -.178 -.020 .073 .036 .779 
Note. Factors extracted were labeled as follows: (1) system/institution interaction, (2) lack of fit, 
(3) health/personal, (4) financial, (5) academic difficulty, (6) wanted a break, (7) work 
experience, and (8) other/international student.  Factor loadings greater than .32 are shown in 
boldface and indicate inclusion in the respective factor. 
a
 Indicates cross-loaded item that wasn’t included in the factor. 
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Appendix M 
Recruitment Materials 
Email invitation to students 
Hey [Student Name], 
 
Please click below to take part in a focus group about your experience at Pacific and what makes students 
successful. As a member of a focus group, you would be asked to participate in a group discussion, share 
your opinions, and fill out a brief questionnaire. Your total time commitment will be about 90 minutes. 
 
Food and soft drinks will be provided! 
 
Follow this link to select a time to participate in a focus group:  
Select a focus group meeting time. 
Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
https://puir.qualtrics.com/WRQualtricsSurveyEngine/?Q_SS=ahJYKNSpFT8bJpa_0ImVILfTGOrypFy&
_=1 
For more information, please contact Mark Noakes at 503-481-1478 (call or text) or email me at 
mnoakes@pacificu.edu 
 
This study has been approved by Pacific University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB # 163-10). 
 
Thank you for your help. 
Email invitation to faculty and staff 
Greetings, 
 
My name is Mark Noakes and I am a doctoral student in clinical psychology here at Pacific doing my 
dissertation research on college student retention.  I have had the opportunity to meet some of you during 
a retention meeting a few weeks ago and am excited to hear more from you about this topic.  To those I 
haven't met, I'm looking forward to getting acquainted. 
 
I would like to schedule time to interview each of you about retention at Pacific.  I anticipate each 
interview to last between 30 - 45 minutes.  Participation is entirely voluntary.  I have been working 
closely with Wil O'Shea and these interviews will inform a retention strategy gap analysis that we are 
working on.  Each interview will be recorded for later review and copies given to Wil O'Shea. This study 
is IRB approved (IRB # 163-10)  and the informed consent document is attached for your review. 
 
I have set aside Friday mornings until noon for interviews, but I may also be available at other times if 
necessary.  If you are interested in participating please email me (mnoakes@pacificu.edu) and let me 
know a day and time when you are available. 
 
I look forward to hearing your thoughts and ideas about this important topic. 
 
Thank you. 
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PARTICIPANTS NEEDED 
FOR RESEARCH IN COLLEGE ATTRITION & RETENTION 
We are looking for Pacific University Students in their First or Second 
Year  to take part in focus groups about college attrition (drop-out) and 
retention. 
As a participant in this study, you would be asked to participate in a group 
discussion, share your opinions, and fill out a brief questionnaire. 
Your total time commitment will be about 90 minutes. 
Food and soft drinks will be provided! 
Eligibility requirements: First or Second Year Student at Pacific University 
(Freshman or Sophomore), 18 years old or older 
To volunteer for this study, or for more information,  
please contact: 
Mark Noakes 
at 
503-481-1478 (call or text) 
or  
Email: mnoakes@pacificu.edu 
This study has been approved by Pacific University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB #163-10) 
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Appendix N 
Proposed Items on College Experience Survey for Current Student Input 
 
Domain: Goals (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5)   
I feel completing a 4 year degree is important for my future. 
 
I have a clear direction in what I want to do.  
What are your goals for your education at Pacific?  
 
Domain: Intentions/Commitment (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5) 
I plan on continuing my studies here next year (semester).  
I'm undecided on a major.  
I'm thinking about changing my major  
I'm committed to Pacific University  
 
Domain: Social Integration (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5)  
I'm happy with the close friendships I've formed here  
I feel Pacific University is a good fit for me.  
I have made friends easily at Pacific.  
I have found a social circle I'm happy with  
 
Domain: Cost/Value (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5) 
Overall, I'm happy with college life.  
I feel wanted and respected by the University.  
The courses at Pacific challenge me in a good way.  
The educational experience at Pacific is worth the price of tuition  
The social experience at Pacific is worth the price of tuition  
I'm happy with my decision to come to Pacific?  
I am happy with the quality of education I receive here.  
I am happy with the College experience I get at Pacific.  
 
Domain: Personal Factors (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5) 
Overall, I'm happy with college life. 
I have made friends here easily.  
I'm worried about finances. 
I feel stress out. 
I have made some friends here but I wish I had more. 
I have experienced a major life change (break-up, family emergency, medical issues) 
that keeps me from focusing on my education 
I feel I've put adequate effort into my schoolwork to succeed. 
Personal factors (divorce, family financial resources, illness in family, lost job, medical 
issues) seem to be affecting my experience in college.  
I know I can affect my grades based on amount of effort put in.  
I know I can affect my overall happiness by the effort  
 
Domain: Academic Integration/Success (Rate on a scale of 1 – 5) 
How are you doing in your classes? Very poorly Poorly Adequately Well Very Well 
I am satisfied with my grades 
I feel I have grown/matured/learned during my time here so far 
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I'm happy with the connections I've made with the faculty here 
I feel like at least one faculty member cares about me 
I feel like the faculty care about me and my success  
 
Have you thought about leaving Pacific 
or transferring schools? 
Yes Maybe No 
How often? Never/Rarely Sometimes Often Very Often 
Have made a plan to leave? Yes Maybe No 
Have you begun to take steps toward 
leaving (looking around, exploring 
options, actively searching, applied to 
other schools, made housing 
arrangements) 
 
Yes Maybe No 
 Have you spoken with student 
services? 
Yes No 
How certain is your decision 
to leave? 
Not at all 
certain 
Somewhat 
uncertain 
Could go 
either way 
Very 
certain 
Already 
decided to 
leave 
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Appendix O 
Executive Summary Report to the Student Success Committee 
Executive Summary 
An analysis of attrition and retention was conducted at Pacific University using exit 
interview data (including two surveys), focus groups with current students, and interviews with 
faculty and staff.   
The exit interview survey data indicated departing students are overall satisfied with 
school services.  It also showed that the majority of students cite wanting to attend a different 
college and financial reasons as the major reasons for leaving.  An analysis of the underlying 
structure of the exit interview surveys found that many domains in the preeminent model of 
student departure (Tinto’s interactionalist theory) are not being adequately assessed, implying a 
clear picture of why a student leaves may not be gathered.  However, the surveys in conjunction 
with the exit interview provide a means to gather qualitative information, which more accurately 
illustrated the interplay of multiple factors contributing to an individual’s decision to leave. 
During the focus groups major themes pertaining to reasons for leaving and staying were 
discussed.  It was found that most themes fell into Tinto’s major domains (i.e., pre-entry 
characteristics, goal commitment, institutional commitment, social integration, and academic 
integration).  Students also indicated that when deciding to leave, peers will discuss their 
decision with family and friends.  To have an impact in retention Pacific needs to become more 
involved in the student’s decision making process regarding departure.   
During the interviews, faculty and staff talked about current retention strategies as well as 
ideas on how to improve retention.  It was found that the individuals interviewed were typically 
aware of retention strategies that were related to their department or office, but were less aware 
of other institutional strategies.  The major emergent themes and ideas for retention are listed 
below. 
A quick summary of strengths and areas needing improvement is listed below, as well a 
brief outline of recommendations. 
  
Strengths 
• Students feel a good connection to faculty/staff 
• Low student/teacher ratio 
• Pacific offers many opportunities to find one’s “niche” socially and academically 
• Personal attention/willingness to help students 
• Quality of education 
 
Areas Needing Improvement 
• There is a need for a cohesive retention strategy 
• Advising strategy is varied 
• Students are not utilizing school resources when at risk of leaving 
• Financial interventions 
• Data gathering and tracking outcomes 
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Recommendations 
1. Formalize a retention committee or Office of Retention that provides oversight and 
initiative while communicating the message of retention and serves as a point of 
accountability 
a. Retention goals (actionable items) specific to each department, program, and 
individual 
i. Reward departments, programs, or individuals based on outstanding 
retention strategies 
 
2. Develop a cohesive retention strategy across the university’s many departments. 
a. Develop a program that intervenes earlier in a student’s departure decision. 
i. Identify at-risk students 
1. Set up early warning system 
a. Alert system (e.g., Datatel) 
b. Self-assessment measure 
c. Formal (and/or informal) referral system 
ii. Facilitate access and utilization of existing services provided by the 
university (counseling center, advising, financial aid, scholarships, etc.) 
b. Monitor and track retention strategy successes 
 
3. Define more clearly student advising 
a. Outline roles of advising center and faculty advising 
b. Focus on goals and discovery (career/life planning) 
c. Ensure advisors are well informed about various resources available to students 
 
4. Institute "invasive" intervention for academic at-risk 
a. Mandatory tutoring 
b. Remedial courses 
c. Monitoring 
 
5. Offer debt-counseling resources to help manage financial stress 
a. Teach how to make debt manageable 
b. Budgeting 
c. Strive to create a culture of living-within-means  
i. Financial sustainability for the individual 
 
6. Modify the Exit Interview surveys to gather data more congruent with theories of 
departure (e.g., Tinto’s interactionalist theory) 
a. Add items on Reason for Leaving survey to include reasons relating to goals and 
intentions, commitment, academic integration, and social integration 
b. Add social satisfaction items to Satisfaction Survey 
 
7. Follow-up with and recruit back stop-outs (those who left but indicated they may come 
back). 
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Summary of Qualitative Data 
 
Student Focus Group Themes 
Why people go to college?  
• It is an expectation (societal, familial) 
• It is what comes next 
• Secure a good job.   
• Basically college is the new “High School” - you won’t be successful without it. 
 
Why people leave?  
• Finances, debt, loans 
• Social Integration (difficult finding friends, alone, not feel a part of the community, 
cliquey) 
• Academic Integration (core classes don’t pique interest, low involvement academically, 
change in academic interest, doesn’t like classes, poor grades) 
• Institutional Commitment (no school spirit, lack of connection to university) 
• Pre-entry characteristics (not well prepared academically, maturity) 
• Goal Commitment (doesn’t take school seriously) 
• To a lesser degree but still important were  
o Personal, medical, psychological reasons (including family issues) and cultural 
issues (racism & favoritism).   
• One that came up that is relatively unchangeable - weather and location. 
 
Why people stay? 
• Social Reasons (friends, “everyone can find their place here”, 
clubs/organizations/activities) 
• Academic Reasons (low student/teacher ratio, challenging, good academics, 
opportunities) 
• Institutional Commitment (leadership opportunities, relationship with advisor, 
relationships with faculty, more guidance, personal attention) 
• Goal commitment and Opportunities (Health professions, areas of study, “good school” - 
more credibility, major/minor) 
• To a lesser extent but still important are educational and financial resources (i.e., tutoring, 
financial aid, work study) 
 
Faculty and Staff Interview Themes: 
• Pacific Identity - Is Pacific a university in the liberal arts tradition or a preparatory school 
for the health professions? 
• Strength of faculty 
• Varied advising quality- Big picture/life questions vs. pure scheduling 
• No cohesive strategy for retention (but making good beginning progress) 
o Is it a goal for every department? 
o Retention needs to be a focus for everyone - Purposeful conversation about 
retention 
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• Financial issues are a big concern for students - There are many different options for 
obtaining a college degree nowadays 
• Lack of structure to make interventions happen  
• Market to internal audience about options - reach out  
• Need to develop an internal communication plan  
• Need to gather and track data - monitor interventions and outcomes 
 
Suggestions for Retention Strategies and Interventions 
During the interviews with faculty and staff and focus groups with students many suggestions 
were made which may impact retention or help students better deal with the factors affecting 
their decision to leave.  Many of these suggestions are organized below in common domains. 
 
Financial Interventions 
• Emergency funds 
o E.g., $30,000 discretionary fund for small scholarships based on financial need  
• Financial planning during campus visit 
• Compassionate funds 
• Increase scholarships and endowments 
 
Increase Faculty/Student Interaction 
• Increase quality of advising (more guidance on what should be covered in advising) 
• More initial one-on-one time with advisor 
• Advising not focused solely on academics 
• More faculty contact with students during orientation 
• Rework orientation - more connection with resident life and more engagement  
• Do more outreach to help students connect with faculty 
• Better internal communication plan - getting information to students (services, programs, 
opportunities) 
• Facilitate close faculty member interactions early on 
• Be upfront and honest with students 
 
Academic Interventions 
• Formalized program for those on academic probation 
• Mandatory academic coaching 
 
Retention Strategies 
• Become more comfortable monitoring and intervening with students  
• Early warning system 
• Formalize and improve early intervention 
• Further assessment and identification - Look at successful student profile 
• Expand the role of Students of Concern Consultation Team 
• Tracking outcomes of retention interventions 
• Broaden retention strategies to include all students (not just freshman and sophomores) 
• Establish an Office of Retention  
• Develop a communication plan - formalized way to get information across departments 
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• Be student focused 
 
Social Interventions 
• Increase school pride (e.g., bring Boxer back, get more students to events) 
o Incentivize - more free school merchandise 
• Re-connection (orientation group) experience between semesters 
• Support groups 
 
Major Systemic Change 
• Stress the Liberal Arts education philosophy 
• Change to a focused preparatory school for the health professions and medical school  
• Accelerated programs (3 year graduation)  
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TECHNICAL REPORT:  
INITIAL DEVELOPMENT AND USE OF THE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE SURVEY 
BY 
 
MARK NOAKES, MS 
 
June 7, 2011 
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Theoretical Foundations 
 
This report summarizes the initial creation and use of a dynamic survey designed to 
evaluate students’ perceptions of the college experience in an attempt to (a) identify students 
who may be at-risk of leaving due to various factors, (b) raise students’ awareness of services the 
university offers, (c) provide real-time feedback and point students to services that may be 
beneficial, and (d) increase student contact with the university regarding issues that may lead to a 
decision to leave.   
The preeminent theory of voluntary student departure is Tinto’s interactionalist theory.  
Tinto (1975, 1993) described leaving college as a interactional process involving multiple factors 
that influence a student’s integration (or lack thereof) into the various communities of an 
institution, which in turn influences a departure decision.  According to Tinto’s theory the main 
cause of student departure is the lack of integration into the institution’s social and academic 
systems.  Factors affecting that integration are students’ entering characteristics, intentions for 
education (goals), commitments to the institution, and interaction with the systems.  Once the 
student enters college, the student is presented with institutional experiences (both formal and 
informal) within the academic system and the social system.  These experiences contribute to the 
student’s level of personal integration into each of these systems.  The level of academic and 
social integration, coupled with prior levels of commitment, influences the student’s current 
intentions and commitments (goal and institutional) which in turn influence the student’s 
decision to persist or depart.  Tinto also recognized the role of external environment factors and 
finances in departure decisions. 
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Additional research on retention and attrition has stressed the importance of personal and 
psychological factors (Bean & Eaton, 2001), student involvement (Astin, 1999), and motivation 
(Covington, 2000). 
Domains 
 The major domains of the survey parallel Tinto’s model and inquire about goals and 
institutional commitment, academic integration, social integration, and external factors.  The 
external factors pertain to personal and psychological issues and finances.  In addition direct 
questioning regarding intent to leave is included as it has been shown to be the best predictor of 
student attrition (Bean, 2005). 
Items 
 Items were created based on reoccurring themes found in an analysis of undergraduate 
exit interviews at Pacific University as well as focus groups with current students.  All of the 
major domains of Tinto’s theory (including external factors and finances) were cited as reasons 
for leaving.  Another common theme concerned the idea that there are many paths to a college 
education that are cheaper than those offered at Pacific University.  This is often categorized as a 
cost/value conflict wherein the cost of attendance is not worth the perceived value of the current 
college experience.  Thus additional items regarding cost/value were included in the survey.   
During focus groups, current students were presented with a list of proposed questions for 
the survey for their feedback.  Feedback on survey structure and content were considered in 
choosing the layout and questions included.  Overall, current students indicated that the types of 
questions presented should be asked of students and doing so communicates concern for the 
student on the part of the university.  However, students stressed that successful implementation 
would require the university to be transparent as to the purpose and intended consequences of the 
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survey in addition to the inclusion of an “opt-in” item, in which the student gave permission to 
be contacted by the university.   
There are 27 main items with occasional follow-up items that are dependent on previous 
responses.  Follow-up items are sequentially lettered (e.g., 2a, 2b) after their “parent” item.  The 
order in which the items are presented can be modified, however, it is imperative that the 
decision tree about whether to include follow-up items remain intact by ensuring the follow-up 
items follow their parent item.  See Table P1 for a complete list of items, item response 
categories, and skip-out rules. 
Table P1 
College Experience Survey Items, Item Responses, and Skip-out Rules 
 
1 
  
I feel committed to Pacific University. 
 Yes 
 No 
2 
  
I have a clear direction in what I want to do. 
  
 Yes (Skip to 3) 
 No 
2a 
  
I am undecided on a major 
  
 Yes (Skip to 3) 
 No 
2b 
  
I am thinking about changing my major 
  
 Yes 
 No 
3 
  
Pacific University is helping me achieve my educational goals. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
4 
  
Completing a 4-year degree at Pacific is important for my future. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
5 
  
I feel Pacific University is a good fit for me. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
6 
  
Overall, I am happy with my college experience at Pacific thus far. 
 Yes 
 No 
6a 
  
I am happy with my decision to come to Pacific. 
  
 Yes (Skip to 7) 
 No 
6b 
  
I am happy with the educational experience I am having 
  
 Yes 
 No 
6c 
  
I am happy with the social experience I am having 
  
 Yes 
 No 
7 The courses at Pacific ...  challenge me in a good way. 
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 are too difficult for me. 
 are too easy for me. 
8 
  
I am happy with the quality of education I receive here. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
9 
  
I feel wanted and respected by the University 
  
 Yes 
 No 
10 
  
My experience at Pacific is worth the cost of tuition. 
  
 Yes (Skip to 11) 
 No 
10a What makes it not worth it? 
 
11 
  
Overall, I am satisfied with my grades. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
12 
  
  
  
  
How are you doing in your classes? 
  
  
  
  
 Very poorly 
 Poorly 
 Adequately 
 Well (Skip to 13) 
 Very well (Skip to 13) 
12a 
  
I feel I can affect my grades based on the amount of effort I put into my studies. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
12b 
  
I feel I received get the grades I deserved. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
13 
  
I feel I have grown, matured, and learned during my time here so far. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
14 
  
I am happy with the connections I have made with the faculty here. 
  
 Yes (Skip to 15) 
 No 
14a 
  
I feel at least one faculty member cares about me. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
15 
  
I feel the faculty care about my success in college. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
16 
  
I am happy with the close friendships I've formed here. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
17 
  
I have made friends easily at Pacific. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
18 
  
I have found a social circle I am happy with. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
19 
  
I am happy with the social aspects of Pacific. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
20 
  
Personal factors (e.g., divorce, family financial resources, illness in family, lost job, 
medical issues, etc.) seem to be affecting my experience in college. 
 Yes  
 No (Skip to 21) 
20a 
  
  
What may be affecting your experience?  
(Choose all that apply) 
  
 Finances 
 Illness 
 Job Related Issues 
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 Medical Issues 
 Family issues 
 Other 
21 
  
I have experienced a major life change (e.g., break-up, family emergency, medical 
issues, pregnancy, etc.) that keeps me from focusing on my education. 
 Yes 
 No 
22 
  
I am worried about finances and/or debt. 
  
 Yes 
 No (Skip to 23) 
22a 
  
I feel that worry about finances is negatively impacting my educational experience 
or social life. 
 Yes 
 No 
22b 
  
I feel confident in my abilities to manage my finances/debt/loans. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
22c 
  
I would benefit from some help in financial planning 
  
 Yes 
 No 
23 
  
I feel stressed out most of the time. 
  
 Yes  
 No (Skip to 24) 
23a 
  
I feel confident in my ability to handle stress and to cope. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
24 
  
I can affect my overall happiness by the effort I put into it. 
  
 Yes 
 No 
25 
  
  
Have you thought about leaving Pacific or transferring schools? 
  
  
 Yes 
 Maybe 
 No (Skip to 26) 
25a 
  
  
  
How often do you think about leaving? 
  
  
  
 Never/Rarely 
 Sometimes 
 Often 
 Very often 
25b 
  
Have you begun taking steps toward leaving? (e.g., looking at different schools, 
applied to other schools, made housing arrangements) 
 Yes 
 No 
25c 
  
Have you made plans to leave? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
25d 
  
  
  
  
How certain is your decision to leave? 
  
  
  
  
 Not at all certain 
 Somewhat uncertain 
 Could go either way 
 Very certain 
 Already decided to leave 
26 
  
  
I plan on continuing my studies here at Pacific next year/semester. 
 
 Yes 
 Maybe 
 No 
27 
We recognize the impersonal nature of a survey and we would like to make it more 
personal (contact) with your permission.  We are interested in helping students 
have the best college experience possible. Would it be ok if someone from the 
university contacted you and discussed some of your responses further? 
 Yes 
 No 
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Scales 
 The items have been further grouped into “scales.”  These scales are either domains or 
sub-domains on which the survey comments about the student’s experience.  These scales 
include: Institutional Commitment (IC), Goals (G), Social Integration (So), Academic 
Performance (AP), Academic Integration (AI), Finances (F), Personal Factors (PF), Happiness 
(H), and Attrition Risk (AR).  In addition, an overall risk (Risk) and overall protective (Pro) 
scale is included to inform the university of severity of risk.  Scales were created based on 
theoretical constructs and face validity of the items.  
 Since intent to leave is a major predictor of attrition, the Attrition Risk scale could be 
administered in a stand alone way to evaluate and identify those most at risk.   
Table P2 provides a detailed scoring matrix for each item response and scale; only item 
responses that contribute to each scale are given a number value.  Scale scores are calculated by 
summing the responses in each scale.  It is highly recommended the scoring process be 
computerized.   
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Table P2 
Item Scoring Matrix for Scales 
      Scales 
Domain # Q-ID Question Response Go To Risk Pro IC G H So Ac AI PF F AR 
Goals/Intentions
/Commitment 
1 
  
GC1 
  
I feel committed to Pacific University. 
  
Yes GC2  1 1         
No GC2 1           
2 
  
GC2 
  
I have a clear direction in what I want to do. 
  
Yes GC5  2  2    2    
No GC3 1           
2a 
  
GC3 
  
I am undecided on a major 
  
Yes GC5            
No GC4  1  1    1    
2b 
  
GC4 
  
I am thinking about changing my major 
  
Yes GC5 1           
No GC5        1    
3 
  
GC5 
  
Pacific University is helping me achieve my 
educational goals. 
  
Yes GC6  1 1 1    1    
No GC6 1           
4 
  
GC6 
  
Completing a 4-year degree at Pacific is important for 
my future. 
  
Yes GC7  1 1 1    1    
No GC7 1           
5 
  
GC7 
  
I feel Pacific University is a good fit for me. 
  
Yes CV1  1 1   1      
No CV1 1           
Cost/Value 6 
  
CV1 
  
Overall, I am happy with my college experience at 
Pacific thus far. 
  
Yes CV5  4 3  4 2  2    
No CV2 1           
6a 
  
CV2 
  
I am happy with my decision to come to Pacific. 
  
Yes CV3  1 1  1       
No CV3 1           
6b 
  
CV3 
  
I am happy with the educational experience I am 
having 
  
Yes CV4  1 1  1   1    
No CV4 1           
6c 
  
CV4 
  
I am happy with the social experience I am having 
  
Yes CV5  1   1 1      
No CV5 1           
7 
  
  
CV5 
  
  
The courses at Pacific ... 
  
  
challenge me in 
a good way. 
CV6  1 1  1  1     
are too difficult CV6 1           
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for me. 
are too easy for 
me. 
CV6 1      1     
8 
  
CV6 
  
I am happy with the quality of education I receive here. 
  
Yes CV7  1 1  1   1    
No CV7 1           
9 
  
CV7 
  
I feel wanted and respected by the University 
  
Yes CV8  1 1  1       
No CV8 1           
10 
  
CV8 
  
My experience at Pacific is worth the cost of tuition. 
  
Yes A1   1         
No CV9 1           
10a CV9 What makes it not worth it? Open-ended A1            
Academic 
Integration/ 
Success 
11 
  
A1 
  
Overall, I am satisfied with my grades. 
  
Yes A2  1     1     
No A2 1           
12 
  
  
  
  
A2 
  
  
  
  
How are you doing in your classes? 
  
  
  
  
Very poorly A3 1           
Poorly A3 1           
Adequately A3       1 1    
Well A5  1     2 2    
Very well A5  2     3 3    
12a 
  
A3 
  
I feel I can affect my grades based on the amount of 
effort I put into my studies 
Yes A4            
No A5 1           
12b 
  
A4 
  
I feel I received get the grades I deserved. Yes A5            
No A5            
13 
  
A5 
  
I feel I have grown, matured, and learned during my 
time here so far. 
Yes A6   1     1    
No A6            
14 
  
A6 
  
I am happy with the connections I have made with the 
faculty here. 
Yes A8  2 2  1   1    
No A7 1           
14a 
  
A7 
  
I feel at least one faculty member cares about me. Yes A8  1 1         
No PS1 1           
15 
  
A8 
  
I feel the faculty care about my success in college. 
  
Yes PS1   1     1    
No PS1 1           
Personal 
Factors/Social 
16 
  
PS1 
  
I am happy with the close friendships I've formed here. 
  
Yes PS2  1   1 1      
No PS2 1        1   
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Integration 17 
  
PS2 
  
I have made friends easily at Pacific. 
  
Yes PS4  1    1      
No PS4         1   
18 
  
PS4 
  
I have found a social circle I am happy with. 
  
Yes PS5  1    1      
No PS5 1        1   
19 
  
PS5 
  
I am happy with the social aspects of Pacific. 
  
Yes PS6   1  1 1      
No PS6 1        1   
20 
  
PS6 
  
Personal factors (e.g., divorce, family financial 
resources, illness in family, lost job, medical issues, 
etc.) seem to be affecting my experience in college. 
Yes PS7 1        1   
No PS8            
20a 
  
  
  
  
  
PS7 
  
  
  
  
  
What may be affecting your experience? 
  
  
  
  
  
Finances PS8 1        1   
Illness PS8 1        1   
Job Related PS8 1        1   
Medical Issues PS8 1        1   
Family issues PS8 1        1   
Other PS8 1        1   
21 
  
PS8 
  
I have experienced a major life change (e.g., break-up, 
family emergency, medical issues, pregnancy, etc.) that 
keeps me from focusing on my education. 
Yes PS9 1        1   
No PS9            
22 
  
PS9 
  
I am worried about finances and/or debt. 
  
Yes PS10 1         1  
No PS15  3          
22a 
  
PS15 
  
I feel that worry about finances is negatively impacting 
my educational experience or social life. 
Yes PS10 1         1  
No PS10            
22b 
  
PS10 
  
I feel confident in my abilities to manage my 
finances/debt/loans. 
Yes PS12  1          
No PS11 1         1  
22c 
  
PS11 
  
I would benefit from some help in financial planning. Yes PS12          1  
No PS12            
23 
  
PS12 
  
I feel stressed out most of the time. Yes PS13 1        1   
No PS14  2          
23a 
  
PS13 
  
I feel confident in my ability to handle stress and to 
cope. 
Yes PS14  1          
No PS14 1        1   
24 
  
PS14 
  
I can affect my overall happiness by the effort I put 
into it. 
Yes R1            
No R1            
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Attrition Risk 25 
  
  
R1 
  
  
Have you thought about leaving Pacific or transferring 
schools? 
  
  
Yes R2 1          2 
Maybe R2 1          1 
No R6  4 1         
25a 
  
  
  
R2 
  
  
  
How often do you think about leaving? 
  
  
  
Never/Rarely R6  1          
Sometimes R3           1 
Often R3 1          2 
Very often R3 1          3 
25b 
  
R3 
  
Have you begun taking steps toward leaving? (e.g., 
looking at different schools, applied to other schools, 
made housing arrangements) 
  
Yes R4 1          1 
No R4            
25c 
  
R4 
  
Have you made plans to leave? 
  
Yes R5 1          1 
No R5            
25d 
  
  
  
  
R5 
  
  
  
  
How certain is your decision to leave? 
  
  
  
  
Not at all certain R6            
Somewhat 
uncertain 
R6            
Could go either 
way 
R6 1          1 
Very certain R6 1          2 
Already decided 
to leave 
R6 1          3 
26 
  
  
R6 
  
  
I plan on continuing my studies here at Pacific next 
year/semester. 
  
  
Yes Opt1  1 1  1       
Maybe Opt1 1          1 
No Opt1 1          2 
27 Opt1 We recognize the impersonal nature of a survey and we 
would like to make it more personal (contact) with 
your permission.  We are interested in helping students 
have the best college experience possible. Would it be 
ok if someone from the university contacted you and 
discussed some of your responses further? 
Yes End            
No End            
Note. # refers to the sequence of items. Q-ID is a unique item identifier referred to in the “Go To” column.  Scales are abbreviated as 
follows: Overall Risk (Risk), Overall Protective (Pro), Institutional Commitment (IC), Goals (G), Social Integration (So), Academic 
Performance (AP), Academic Integration (AI), Finances (F), Personal Factors (PF), Happiness (H), and Attrition Risk (AR). 
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Feedback 
The scale cut-off scores were derived through a usability study by informally having a 
few individuals complete the survey “as-if” they were a student experiencing certain problems.  
These individuals were given a few vignettes that illustrated some of the common themes 
expressed by exiting students and asked to complete the survey “as-if” they were the person in 
the vignette. 
Table P3 details the score ranges and provides sample interpretations and 
recommendations to be included in the dynamic feedback letter to students.  These 
interpretations and recommendations serve as a template and can be customized by the 
institution.  An example letter follows the table. 
Overall risk and overall protective scales are to be interpreted in relation to each other.  
When the overall risk score (Risk) is greater than overall protective score (Pro) the individual 
could be considered at-risk.  The greater the difference between the two scores the greater the 
risk.   
Items A3 (#12a), A4 (#12b), and PS14 (#24) measure locus of control.  Yes responses to 
these items indicate an internal locus of control, whereas No responses indicate an external locus 
of control.  These items are not included in a scale and should be interpreted independently to 
evaluate the students locus of control.  The questions may also serve to initiate conversation with 
the student about feelings of control over academics (items A3 and A4) and overall happiness 
(item PS14). 
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Table P3 
Interpretation of Scale Scores and Recommendations for Score Ranges 
 
ID Scale Score Range Interpretation Summary Recommendations 
IC Institutional 
Commitment 
0-6 Low You do not feel connected with Pacific University and may not 
feel fully a part of the community.   
You may want to consider becoming more involved by 
participating in clubs and activities.  You may also want to talk 
more frequently with faculty that share your academic interests.  
Look into participating in work-study or getting an on-campus 
job.   
7-13 Medium You feel partially connected to Pacific University.  You have 
mixed feelings about the educational environment and may not 
have connected with many faculty members.   
 
14-19 High You are integrating well into Pacific University and feel strongly 
connected.  You are likely happy with the relationships you've 
made with faculty and the education you are receiving.  You are 
likely to be involved and engaged in your social and educational 
experience.   
 
G Goals 0-1 Low Your responses indicated you may be unsure about a major or 
direction for your education.  
College, for many students, is a time of figuring out interests and 
career paths.  Have you considered speaking with your advisor or 
the Advising Center about your goals?  Additionally you may 
want to take a look at www.mynextmove.org to explore future 
career possibilities that may match your interests. 
2-3 Medium You have a good idea of your goals, but everything might not be 
as clear as you would like.  
You may want to have career-based discussions with your 
advisor or the advising center. 
4 High You appear to be goal oriented and have a clear direction in your 
education. 
 
So Social 
Integration 
0-2 Low You may be struggling to make meaningful social connections or 
have found it difficult to find friends.   
College can be a difficult transitional time socially.  Have you 
considered looking into the many clubs and activities that are 
offered?  Perhaps visit the Office of Student Life website and see 
what is going on.  Or if you are feeling isolated or alone you 
might consider visiting the Student Counseling Center. 
3-5 Medium You are integrating pretty well socially but may not have made 
the transition as well as you had hoped. 
You might find it helpful to become more involved in some of 
the activities and clubs happening on campus. 
6-7 High You seem to be integrating well socially and have been able to 
find friends here.  You seem to have found a comfortable place at 
Pacific University.  You are happy with your social experience at 
Pacific. 
 
Ac Academic 
Performance 
0-2 Low You may be struggling academically, or are not satisfied with 
your grades.   
Have you considered looking into a tutor or extra help in the 
subjects you may not be as strong?  Talk to your professors and 
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see what options are available for help. 
3-4 Medium Academically you are doing well, but perhaps feel you could 
improve or aren't getting the grades you deserve.   
 
5-7 High You are doing well academically and are generally satisfied with 
your grades.   
 
AI Academic 
Integration 
0-4 Low You may not be doing well academically or are not getting the 
academic experience you desire.  You also may not have 
established many strong connections with faculty.   
Increased contact with faculty could lead to a fuller academic 
experience.  You may want to visit some professors during their 
office hours for additional help or more discussions about 
subjects you are interested in. 
5-9 Medium You are moderately integrated into the academic environment 
and perhaps have some good faculty connections.  There may be 
a few things about your academic experience you are not 
completely happy with.   
We encourage you to seek out your professors or advisor to 
discuss how to better the academic experience. 
10-13 High You feel that academically you are getting out of Pacific what 
you wanted. You are doing well academically and have made 
meaningful connections with faculty.  You are happy with your 
academic experience.   
 
F Finances 0 Low You are not worried about finances.    
1-2 Medium You are worried about finances, however, you may feel that it is 
manageable or that it is not negatively affecting your college 
experience.   
 
3-4 High Finances are a stressor and may be affecting your experience or 
well-being.   
Have you considered talking with the Financial Aid office about 
financial aid options, debt management, or other scholarship or 
work-study opportunities that may be out there. 
PF Personal 
Factors 
0-2 Low There are relatively few (if any) personal factors that are 
negatively affecting your college experience.   
 
3-7 Medium You have indicated that there are a personal factor(s) (i.e., 
[specific answers indicated] ) that may be affecting your college 
experience.   
You may want to look into some of the following resources for 
assistance: [insert domain specific resources]. 
8-14 High You have indicated that there are numerous personal factors (i.e., 
[insert specific answers indicated]) that may be negatively 
affecting your college experience.   
We strongly recommend looking into the following resources for 
assistance: [insert domain specific resources].   
H Happiness 0-4 Low You responded indicating you are not very happy with aspects of 
your college experience. 
 
5-8 Medium You are moderately happy with your college experience so far 
but there may be a few aspects you are not completely satisfied 
with.   
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9 - 11 High Overall, you are happy with many of the aspects of college life 
(social and academic).   
 
AR Attrition 
Risk 
0-2 Low You seem to be overall satisfied with you experience at Pacific 
and indicated you are likely to return this next semester.   
 
3-6 Medium You may be debating about continuing at Pacific.  You may be 
unsatisfied with your experience so far or you may be 
experiencing something that is causing you to think about 
leaving.  Some of the factors may have shown up in some other 
dimensions above.   
Have you discussed these issues with your advisor or with the 
advising center? 
7-12 High You have indicated that you are thinking about leaving and are 
likely not going to return next semester.  There may be numerous 
factors contributing to your decision, some of which may have 
shown up in some of the other dimensions above.   
You may want to have a discussion about your decision with 
your advisor, the advising center, or with the Office of Student 
Life.   
Opt1 Opt-In 
Question 
Yes    You indicated that it would be ok if someone from the university 
contacted you to discuss your responses to this survey.  We hope 
each student will have a great college experience (both 
academically and socially) and we may be contacting you if you 
have indicated otherwise.  If you don’t hear from us and would 
like to talk with someone about your college experience feel free 
to contact the Advising Center at 503-352-2246.  Thank you. 
No   You indicated that you prefer not to be contacted by the 
University to discuss your responses.  We’d like to encourage 
you to seek out assistance if you feel you need it.  Thank you. 
110 
Joe Student 
[Date] 
Thank you for taking the time to answer a few questions evaluating your college experience.  This survey 
was created to help you self-evaluate your experience thus far, highlight strengths in transitioning to 
college life, identify possible areas in need of improvement, and increase your awareness of services that 
may be available to assist you in your success in college. 
 Your responses were analyzed based on a few different domains that are shown to be linked with student 
success in college. Your results are presented below. 
 Institutional and Goal Commitment 
You feel partially connected to Pacific University.  You have mixed feelings about the educational 
environment and may not have connected with many faculty members.  You have a good idea of your 
goals, but everything might not be as clear as you would like.  You may want to have career based 
discussions with your advisor or visit the career center. 
 Social Integration 
You may be struggling to make meaningful social connections or have found it difficult to find 
friends.  College can be a difficult transitional time socially.  Have you considered looking into the many 
clubs and activities that are offered?  Perhaps visit the Office of Student Life and see what is going on.  
Or if you are feeling isolated or alone you might consider visiting the Student Counseling Center. 
 Academic Integration 
Academically you are doing well, but perhaps feel you could improve or aren't getting the grades you 
deserve.  You are moderately integrated into the academic environment and perhaps have some good 
faculty connections.  There may be a few things about your academic experience you are not completely 
happy with.   
 Finances, Personal Factors, Happiness 
Finances are a stressor and may be affecting your experience or well-being.  Have you considered 
talking with the Financial Aid office about financial aid options, debt management, or other scholarship 
and work-study opportunities that may be out there.  You have indicated that there are a personal factor(s) 
(i.e., Job Related issues ) that may be affecting your college experience.  You may want to look into some 
of the following resources for assistance: Work-Study, On-Campus Jobs, Career Center.  You are 
moderately happy with your college experience so far but there may be a few aspects you are not 
completely satisfied with.   
 Persistence 
You have indicated that you are thinking about leaving and are likely not going to return next 
semester.  There may be numerous factors contributing to your decision, some of which may have shown 
up in some of the other dimensions above.  You may want to have a discussion about your decision with 
your advisor, the advising center, or the Office of Student Life 
You indicated that you prefer not to be contacted by the university to discuss your responses.  We’d 
like to encourage you to seek out assistance if you feel you need it.  Thank you. 
 Resources 
Counseling Center: 503-352-2191 http://www.pacificu.edu/studentlife/counselingcenter/ 
Office of Student Life: 503-352-2200 http://www.pacificu.edu/studentlife/ 
Financial Aid Office: 503-352-2222 http://www.pacificu.edu/financialaid/ 
Clubs/Activities: 
http://goboxers.com/ 
http://www.pacificu.edu/intramurals/events/index.cfm 
http://www.pacificu.edu/studentlife/orgs/pucc/core.cfm 
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Critical Items 
 A few of the items could be considered “critical items” as they deal with emotional, 
psychological, or physical well-being or immediate attrition risk.  Certain responses on these 
items may warrant a referral for services, or specific direction of who to contact, if the scale that 
accompanies these items does not meet threshold for a referral in the letter.  See table P4 for a 
list of critical items and referrals. 
Table P4 
Possible Critical Items and Referrals 
# Q-ID Item Response Referral 
20 
  
PS6 
  
Personal factors (e.g., divorce, family financial 
resources, illness in family, lost job, medical issues, 
etc.) seem to be affecting my experience in college. 
Yes (See 20a below) 
No  
20a 
  
  
  
  
  
PS7 
  
  
  
  
  
What may be affecting your experience? 
  
  
  
  
  
Finances Financial Aid 
Illness Counseling Center, Student Health 
Center 
Job Related Work-Study, On-Campus Jobs, 
Career Center 
Medical 
Issues 
Counseling Center, Student Health 
Center 
Family issues Counseling Center 
Other Counseling Center 
21 
  
  
PS8 
  
  
I have experienced a major life change (e.g., break-up, 
family emergency, medical issues, pregnancy, etc.) 
that keeps me from focusing on my education. 
Yes Counseling Center 
No  
26 
  
  
R6 
  
  
I plan on continuing my studies here at Pacific next 
year/semester. 
  
  
Yes   
Maybe Advisor, Advising Center 
No 
Exit Interview, Student Life Office, 
Registrar 
 
Use of Survey 
 The dynamic nature of this survey was designed to be computer administered.  When 
administered by the computer skip-out items are not displayed to the individual taking the 
survey.  However, if necessary Table P1 could be used as a written form of the survey.  The 
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survey should be implemented in such a way that the computer generates the written feedback 
and recommendations based on scale scores falling in the appropriate range.   
 This survey could be housed on-line or integrated into existing course content.  The 
survey would be most helpful if administered early enough during a semester to be able to guide 
students to school resources before they make the decision to leave.   
Next Steps 
 The creation of this measure represents an initial attempt at creating a self-evaluative 
survey that guides students to resources.  It has yet to be analyzed psychometrically.  More work 
is need to evaluate the reliability, internal consistency, and validity of the measure.  It is 
recommended that the above survey be pilot tested with a random sample of students who are 
willing to elicit further feedback about the measure.  Ideally a follow-up survey to those students 
could assess subsequent contact with the university services recommended in order to evaluate 
the effectiveness of the survey.  Further fine-tuning of the scales and cut-off scores is necessary 
as the creation of the scale ranges relied only on hypothetical situations.  Accurate cut-off ranges 
could be determined with more precision by tracking scores of those who eventually leave and 
comparing them to students who persist. 
 
